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Chapter One

 


Martin and Alan rode casually down Blanca Street,
weaving in between the broken yellow passing lines on the road. It
was Sunday morning, and the road, like most of the seaside town of
Kimberley, was practically deserted. The two chatted with casual
ease.

“I can’t believe the summer’s
almost over, man,” Alan said sadly. He was wearing dirty blue
jeans, a pair of worn-out sneakers, and a white tee-shirt that
flapped behind him like a surrender-flag as he rode. His muscles
worked without strain, pumping the pedals like a machine

Martin, on the other hand, was
having trouble keeping up. He was neither strong nor fit, and there
were times when he yearned not only to be like Alan, but to actually
be him.

Amazingly, at the same time Alan wanted to be
Martin, because Martin had what some people like to call “book
smarts”. That is, he feasted on information the way some people
gobbled down chocolate. He loved to play and have fun, but among
the things he loved to do was find things out.

In truth, of course, Martin was not as weak or
delicate as he thought he was, and Alan was much smarter than he
believed. Most people, after all, exaggerate their weaknesses.

The two boys were complete opposites, and best
friends. They were also, strangely enough, brothers. Somehow the
petty jealousies of sibling rivalry never appeared between them.
They had the perfect relationship. They didn’t know why; they
didn’t even care.

“Summer’s almost over,” Martin
repeated. “And you-know-what starts soon!”

“School,” Alan groaned, as if he
had just seen something dead and smelly at the side of the
road.

They rode on, talking about the usual boy things:
cars, airplanes space ships, and so forth. Once they might have
talked about war, or at least war movies, but that subject was too
close, too real, and they avoided it.

But those terrible things seemed distant and remote.
Early in the summer, their mother had cancelled their Internet
service. She had also blocked most of the channels on their TV,
particularly those channels that seem to show a never-ending stream
of violence and chaos.

“I don’t want this in your lives,” she told them
solemnly over diner one evening. “You’re young, you shouldn’t have
to think about it.”

The boys had protested, of course, protested loudly.
A whole summer without TV or the Internet? Was she crazy? But it
was no use. She wouldn’t budge. And so, like children had in the
days before TV and video games, they had gone outside. They built
dangerous tree-perches in the backyard, and explored the town on
their bikes. Previously they had only occasionally ventured beyond
the familiar streets of their neighborhood, but now they discovered
a fascinating new frontier: the forest.

Up ahead, the tops of trees could be seen, looming
over the town. The forest acted like a magnet to Alan and Martin,
drawing them closer with ever-increasing velocity. It looked like a
puffy green quilt lain across the land, with little brown
toothpicks holding up one end, as if inviting the boys to come in
where it was warm. Beyond the forest, they knew, was the rocky
shore of the Pacific Ocean, while far inland lay the high, snowy
Coast Mountains.

Before long, they had arrived at the edge of the
trees. Then, with a whoop, Martin surged on the pedals with all his
weight and shot forward. Grinning, Alan followed.

They rocketed along a little-used path at what
seemed like the speed of light. Branches whipped their faces, dust
and wind clogged their eyes, making it difficult – sometimes
impossible – to see, but they rode madly on anyhow. When the two
brothers were riding in the forest, some kind of madness seized
them. It made them ride blindly down winding paths, as though they
could not possibly get hurt.

Martin led them down a long-deserted path that
turned this way and that. The downhill turned into an uphill, but
Martin’s momentum was so great that he was still able to pull a
long, impressive skid when he jammed on his brakes.

He stopped so suddenly that Alan ran into him, and
they both tumbled to the ground.

“Idiot,” Alan grunted as he picked himself up and
dusted himself off. Then he noticed Martin wasn’t moving.

“Martin?”

No answer.

“You okay?”

No answer.

He gently turned his brother over. Martin’s eyes
were closed.

“Martin?” he asked, shaking him.

Then a smile suddenly crept across Martin’s
face.

“You little jerk!” Alan shouted, and Martin broke
out laughing.

“I really hadja going, didn’t I?” Martin said. It
was more of a statement than a question.

“No, you didn’t. I just went along because I didn’t
want to hurt your self-esteem.” At that, Martin rolled with
laughter.

“Good one, man!” he yelled.

“Oh, shut up.”

They picked up their bikes and began to walk. They
had arrived at a large clearing in the forest. In the centre of the
clearing was what once had been a luxurious hotel but was now just
a ruin. Almost a century ago, wealthy people had come to the hotel,
where they had eaten fancy meals, relaxed on the beach, and danced
to live music. But one night a savage storm struck the town. A
landslide buried the once pretty beach in giant boulders, while the
hotel itself was struck by lightning, starting a fire and burning
it to the ground. The only thing left was a blackened shell that
was slowly crumbling into nothingness.

The boys ignored the ruins as they walked their
bikes through the clearing, which long ago had been a
carefully-maintained garden. Once or twice they had tried to
explore the empty building, but the floorboards were extremely
weak, making the ruins very dangerous.

On the far side of the clearing the forest path
continued up a steep hill. The ground was no longer covered with a
soft forest-blanket of pine needles and leaves; it had become
naked, with hard soil and rocks. The boys pushed their bikes on,
eventually reaching the top. There the forest suddenly disappeared,
and they found themselves standing on a soft meadow covered with
grass.

They sat down, letting their bikes fall to the
ground. As they caught their breath, they looked at the magnificent
view. Their little meadow sat atop a high finger of rock the jutted
out into the Pacific Ocean. If they turned their backs to the ocean
they saw the coastal mountains, butting against each other like a
crowd of frustrated wrestlers.

They fell into chatting again, reliving their
favorite scenes from science-fiction movies. The violent ugliness
of the world never seemed far away, but they did their best to
ignore it.

Yet the day was pleasant and warm, and they lay on
their backs, staring at the puffy clouds as they talked. It was
some time before they noticed the clouds were getting thick, and
the bright afternoon sky began to grow dark.

They sat up and saw the ocean blotted out by a huge
mass of storm clouds which were rolling towards them, swallowing up
the sky as they came.

“Oh, man,” Alan said. The approaching storm was
vast, making him feel tiny.

“Wow,” Martin said in awe. “That’s a big storm.”

“We’d better get going.”

“No way, we’d never make it. And believe me, we
don’t want to get caught in the forest during a thunderstorm,”
Martin said. “You’re not supposed to stand under a tree during a
storm, remember?”

“Great,” Alan said. “So what do we do?” He looked at
the storm. He could see that the sea was already becoming choppy,
while silky curtains could be seen hanging from the clouds:
rain.

“Hang on a second,” Martin said, and got to his
feet. He walked along the edge of the meadow, looking down the
hill. The wind started picking up, blowing his hair about his head.
Suddenly he stopped. “Alan! C’mere, hurry!” he shouted above the
screaming wind.

“What?” Alan yelled, but Martin was gone; he had
started climbing down the hill. Alan ran to the edge and looked
down. Martin was below him, bounding down the slope, back down to
the forest. “Where are you going?” Alan screamed.

“C’mon!” Martin answered.

“What about the bikes?” Alan returned. Martin’s
voice barely reached him above the howling wind:

“Forget the bikes! Come on, before you get
electrocuted!”

Alan looked around. The sky was not simply gray, but
had become downright black; the wind was so strong it felt like a
soft yet terribly strong hand shoving him towards the edge of the
meadow, as though the storm was telling him to run along because
things were about to get very rough indeed.

With a shudder, he scrambled down the slope after
his brother.

The rain was just starting when he found Martin
standing beside a huge boulder that was at least three times his
height. “Jeez, man,” Alan said, “I’m getting wet –“

“Look,” Martin shouted above the storm, cutting him
off and pointing under the boulder. Alan looked. He had to stare at
it for a moment before he realized what it was.

It was a door.

“Huh?” he said, frowning. The door was metal, and
looked both new and old at the same time – gray and without rust,
but dirty, dusty and faded. It had plainly been covered by the
rocks and once upon a time, but the elements had washed away its
cover. It was triangular, and had a hole in the center slightly
larger than a child’s fist. To Alan’s horror, Martin stuck his hand
in the hole and pulled.

“Gimme a hand!” Martin shouted. A sudden, blinding
splash of white light exploded in their eyes, followed instantly by
an intense, bone-rattling crash of thunder. The two boys looked at
one another. Each realized that the other’s hair was standing on
end, a result of the electrically-charged air around them.

They started laughing, but Pete slipped his arm in
the hole. He felt a handle and pulled as hard as he could. Martin’s
looked like uncooked spaghetti, and Alan laughed so hard he lost
his footing and fell down. The handle he was gripping gave a sudden
twist, and the door sighed smoothly ajar like a strange mouth
opening.

Martin began to climb inside, but he was laughing so
hard he had no strength. Alan, also laughing, grabbed his brother’s
backside and shoved him in, making them both laugh even harder.
They looked like a couple of giggling lunatics that had gone mad
with a crate of hair spray. Finally, they somehow managed to both
crawl inside.

Laughing, though, like anger, is a brief madness.
Eventually, the two recovered their self-control. The thunder had
stopped for the moment, but the rain falling just outside the cave
mouth was now falling so hard that it looked like a steel curtain
draped over the tunnel. Martin stared at the rain while he caught
his breath.

“Oh, man,” Alan gasped.

“No kidding,” Martin agreed.

They sat quietly, watching the rain, waiting for the
downpour to stop. Instead, as if to spite them, the rain increased;
it began to rain so hard that splash-mist began flitting into the
cave, and the two were getting wetter than ever. Martin said, “Come
on, let’s go further in.” Hunched over, they started shuffling
awkwardly down the tunnel.

It was rather disappointing, as caves go. It didn’t
have a single stalactite or stalagmite, like Martin had seen in
books, nor was it the residence of some horribly fierce beast. Even
a bat or two would have been impressive. It was just a narrow,
smooth circular tunnel, like a drainpipe. The sides seemed to glow
somehow, though it might have just been a reflection of the light
from outside.

“Where are we going?” Alan asked.

“Beats me,” Martin answered.

“Pretty dull cave, man.”

“Yeah, but it’s more interesting than getting
soaked.”

“This is true.”

“Hey, hold on,” Martin said suddenly, and
stopped.

“What is it?”

“I dunno. Come and look.” The two of them went
through a complicated series of contortions until they were side by
side.

Blocking the tunnel was a translucent barrier. It
was lumpy and uneven, and looked somewhat like ice, except it was
not cold to the touch.

“What is this?” asked Alan. Martin answered with a
shrug, and put his face to the barrier.

“There’s something on the other side,” he said. “But
I can’t tell what it is.”

“Let’s see,” grunted Alan, patience exhausted. He
pushed Martin out of the way, and gave the barrier a hard kick. It
smashed to pieces, as brittle as stained glass. “There you go,” he
said.

“Now why did you have to go and do that?” Martin
asked angrily.

“You can see now, right?” Alan countered calmly.

“Oh jeez … listen, man –“

“Look,” Alan interrupted. Martin looked at his
brother. He was staring, transfixed, straight ahead. The expression
on his face was one of intense fascination: his brown eyes were
unblinking and his mouth hung open. Martin had never seen Alan this
way before. He decided to find out what he was looking at. Turning
his head, he saw.

It was incredible.

The narrow tunnel they were in opened into a huge
cavern that was at least forty feet high, and twice as many wide.
The walls were coated with the same glow-in-the-dark matter than
had been in the tunnel. Now, with the material covering so much
more surface area, it was much brighter. The roof of the huge room
– let’s not mess around, it was definitely a room – was made of
metal, and there was a thick line running straight along the
middle, as if it were really two huge doors. The only sounds were
the constant hiss of the rain outside and their own rapid
breathing.

But in Martin and Alan’s eyes, the actual room took
backseat to what was in it.

It was a space ship.

At least, as far as the boys were
concerned, it sure looked
like a space ship. And with thousands of science
fiction shows, books, comics and movies under their belts, they
were rather good authorities on whether something was or was not
designed to travel in outer space.

It was about thirty feet long, and about nine feet
high. It was made of a fantastic silver material that gleamed
tremendously. It was an absolutely smooth cone-shaped dart, with
what appeared to be stubby fins. It lay on its side, standing on
sturdy metal legs. The wide end was hollow, presumably the engine.
The other end tapered to a sharp point. They could see no windows,
or even a hatch.

“Wow,” Martin gasped.

“Oh man –“ Alan managed, almost in a daze.

Somehow, as if by remote control, Alan started
walking, a huge grin on his face. His legs moved jerkily, and he
looked like Frankenstein’s Monster looking for helpless
Transylvanian villagers to massacre.

He was walking towards the ship.

Suddenly, a tremendous thrill of electricity ripped
through Martin’s body, starting at his stomach and bursting
outward. He shook as if something huge was trying to get out of his
body. Then, suddenly, it did: a scream. He bellowed with joy, and
started to sprint toward the ship. “Outta my way, Frankenstein!” he
cried, whizzing by his brother.

Martin ran up to the ship and put
his hands upon it. It was warm. Warm. It felt like a living,
thinking creature. It was made of some kind of metal, to be sure,
but there was some feel to it that was strange. Whatever it was, it
was incredibly shiny. Up close, it was like standing in front of
one of those demented funhouse mirrors. It seemed to wink at him,
like an old friend. Touching it was like touching
destiny.

“Oh, man.”

Martin looked behind him. It was Alan; he had
finally caught up.

“Can you believe this?” Martin cried. His
excitement hadn’t worn off. Quite the contrary, it had
increased.

“How in the world did this thing get here?”

“Dunno,” Martin replied. “Maybe it was left by
aliens.” He looked around the huge room they were in. “Looks like a
hangar.”

“Well, where are they?”

“Who knows?” Martin replied, staring at the ship.
“Dead, maybe. Like the Martians in ‘War of the Worlds’.”

“But how long has it been here? Does anyone else
know about it? Like the government?”

“I don’t know!” Martin replied impatiently. “Jeez,
will you just ease up on the questions already? You’re driving me
up the wall!”

“Okay, okay,” said Alan. He walked alongside the
ship. “I’m going to look for a way in.”

Martin nodded absently. His hands were still on the
ship. He slid his palms across its surface, feeling its warm
silkiness. Something, he didn’t know what (yet), convinced him it
definitely was a ship. A strange feeling ran through Martin as
slowly, dangerously, a new awareness oozed into his brain.

He knew he could fly it.

In a magnificent show of timing, Alan’s voice came
to him from the other side of the ship.

“I found a way inside.”

Martin hurried around the ship to where Alan was
standing. Upon seeing him, another bolt of lightning roared up
Martin’s spine. Alan was peering through a round opening in the
side of the ship. Inside was just darkness.

“It’s dark in there, man,” Alan said nervously.

“Yeah,” Martin agreed. “Go ahead, I’m right behind
you.”

“No way. You go first.”

“What are you, chicken?”

“You go first, if you’re so tough.”

“You found it, you go first.

“Who made that up?”

“C’mon everybody knows that.”

“I’m not going in there without a flashlight.”

“Then I guess we’re not going in there.”

“I guess not,” Alan agreed.

They stood there silently a moment.

“Hey,” Alan said suddenly, “I think the rain’s
stopped.”

He walked over to the tunnel entrance and bent down
for a look.

“Yeah,” he said. “It’s stopped. Come on, we better
get going.”

“Home? Why?”

“The rain could start up again.”

“So what?”

“’So what’?” Alan mocked. “You
wanna be here all night? Come on, we’re getting out of here. We’ll
come back tomorrow.” The sun was dipping in the west, peeking under
the departing storm clouds and shining dimly through the
tunnel.

“But –“

“You wanna ride through the forest in the dark?”

“No, but –“

“Let’s go,” Alan said, shutting the cave hatch.

“No!”

With sudden energy, Alan grabbed
Martin’s wrist and began dragging him through the tunnel, then back
up the hill. Martin, climbing awkwardly in tow, protested weakly.
“Hey! Wait a minute, man!” Alan, ignoring him, pulled him uphill
like a misbehaving child. “Come on, man! We found a space ship! Do
you understand me? It’s a space
ship!” Alan, though, continued his
aggressive lack of interest.

When they reached the top, Martin tripped and fell,
cursing. “All right, already! I can walk, okay?” Alan let go of his
wrist, though he watched him suspiciously, ready to grab him again
if he made a dash for the tunnel.

Together they walked across the soggy meadow to
their bicycles, which lay sparkling in the setting sun. They
climbed on and started riding down the hill, past the ruined hotel,
and along the forest path. They did not ride like maniacs this
time; their minds were focused on their discovery.

Unseen above the forest, the black clouds began to
break apart and drift away. The air began to freshen once again,
the humidity lifting like a wet blanket being lifted off the earth.
Birds timidly began to sing. In places the clouds still spat rain,
perhaps unwilling to give up, like an old man stubbornly wanting
more out of a good book. But all storms must end sometime. The
forest, having survived such a violent squall, seemed quite
thankful.

The two boys emerged from the forest and turned back
down Blanca Street. Their bikes, drenched in rain, rode quietly,
the water silencing the many squeaks. The boys were as silent as
the bikes, not speaking until they got home.

They lived in a two-story wooden house at the corner
of Blanca and Seventh Avenue. There were many trees in the yard, a
tall hedge around back, and an old carport off the back lane.

The boys swung their bikes off the street, through
the lane and into the carport like a pair of attack bombers. They
leapt off the bikes even while they were still moving, leaving them
to crash into the back wall. They ran into the house, leaping up
the back stairs two at a time, and breezed easily into the dining
room, where their mother was seated, waiting for them.

“You’re late,” Mother said, more of a statement of
uncontrollable fact than an expression of anger.

“Sorry Mum,” Martin said absently as he reached for
a pitcher of milk and poured it clumsily into his glass.

“Sorry,” Alan chimed in, though he was staring at
the milk, impatiently waiting his turn.

“I work hard all day, then I rush home to make your
dinner. The least you can do is be on time.”

“We really are sorry,” Alan said seriously. “We got
caught in the rain.”

“And we found something,” Martin said excitedly.
“Know what it was?”

“No, I don’t,” she said replied tiredly.

“We found a space ship.”

Martin looked at her expectantly, awaiting her
reaction. She put a little heap of mashed potatoes on her plate
and, without looking at either of the boys, said:

“Well, just try to be on time, okay?”

The boys didn’t mention the ship again for the rest
of the meal. When they finished, they politely asked to be excused,
and when permission was given they ran outside into the
backyard.

Their mother sat alone at the table for a moment,
deep in thought. Her boys were so wild and careless. But she loved
them dearly, and never hesitated to spend her meager funds on ice
cream that disappeared in a day, and bicycles that sometimes had a
life expectancy of a few short months. She sighed and began to
clear the table.

Once in the backyard, the boys scrambled up the tall
tree that stood at the bottom of the yard. They each had chosen a
“perch” at the very top of the tree, and had somehow brought up
boards, nails and a hammer. The result wasn’t anything close to
being a treehouse; they had simply made a couple of platforms to
sit on. But it was all theirs.

Of course, it was quite dangerous, being about forty
feet above the ground. But though they fully knew that a fall would
most likely kill them, they weren’t afraid. Deep down, they seemed
to believe they were not only indestructible but immortal as
well.

“Jeez,” Martin said once they were comfortably
seated, “she didn’t even care.” Alan, shaking his head,
replied:

“You got it all wrong, man. She would care.”

“Huh?”

“She didn’t believe us, you melonhead.” Martin
paused a moment. That had never entered into his head, and now it
seemed so obvious he felt rather embarrassed. “Besides,” Alan
continued, “Even if she did believe us, it’d be pretty dumb to tell
her. She’d never let us go back there. Man, she’d probably chain us
up in the basement to stop of from leaving the house.”

“Are you trying to say,” Martin said, looking
closely at his brother, “that you don’t want to go back there?”

“So what if I am?” Alan challenged.

“I don’t give a frog’s fart if you don’t want to go
back. I’m going!”

“A frog’s fart?” Alan said, chuckling.

“I heard it somewhere.”

“Do frogs even fart?”

“Don’t change the subject. I’m going back there,
with or without you.”

“It could be dangerous,” Alan said.

“Dangerous? Dangerous!” Martin laughed, looking down
at the distant ground. “Are you kidding me?”

“Yeah, of course I’m kidding,” Alan said. “Hey, once
a team, always a team.”

“You love messing with my head,” Martin said with a
sigh. “It’s annoying.”

“I don’t give a frog’s fart.”

“You’re funny.”

“I was thinking: are you sure it’s a space
ship?”

“Yeah, I’m sure. I don’t know how I know. It just
seems …”

“What?”

“I don’t know. It just feels … right.”

They passed the rest of the evening up in the tree,
talking about the ship: where it might have come from, how it was
designed, and what they might do with it. By the time their mother
called them in for bed, it was fully dark; they had been staring at
the stars and letting their imaginations run wild.

Later, Martin looked back on that evening with a
smile. Back then, before he had actually gone into space, he had
been so full of innocent dreams. He had not imagined he would
rocket from his home planet and into a full-scale interstellar war.
He had not expected himself to be drafted as a fighter pilot.

But there was no time for happy memories of the
past. He was tearing through the desolate wastes of space in his
sleek silver craft, seated in his tight cockpit. Outside, the stars
were blurred by his incredible speed. Suddenly a deep, menacing
voice crackled over the radio:

“Die, human!”

He yanked back hard on the control stick, making a
turn so tight he almost blacked out from the centrifugal forces. He
executed a sequence of violent maneuvers, until he found himself
behind the alien attack ship. Setting sights on the horrible yellow
vessel, he let fly with his weapons. A storm of missiles and laser
bolts rained down like fiery death upon his evil foe. “Mercy!”
cried the alien voice.

“Mercy is for the weak, slimeball,” Martin grunted.
His thumb hovered over the red FIRE button, savoring the moment.
Suddenly, an alarm blared in the cockpit, loud and obnoxious. A
bright light shone in his eyes, and the computer cried out.

“Malfunction! Malfunction! Control loss! Pull up!”
Terror sloshed through his veins like a melting snow-cone. He
wrestled with the stick, but it was useless. The alarm rang on, the
light shone in his eyes, blinding him. “Danger!” screamed the
computer. “Danger! Explosion immanent! Pull up!”

“Pull up

up

up, Martin!”

Martin jumped. He opened his eyes. He wasn’t dead,
at least he didn’t think so. There was a bright warm light in his
eyes, and standing above him, outlined in the glare, was a tall
figure, looking down at him.

“C’mon, Martin,” it said.

“Uh?” Martin replied, as confused as anyone can ever
be.

“Holy jeez, are you going to get up? I feel like I’m
trying to wake up a dead guy,” the voice said. Martin realized it
was Alan. The bright light was the sun, blazing through the
window.

“The way my mouth tastes,” Martin answered, “I think
I might be dead.” He rubbed his eyes and pulled the blanket over
his head. “Lemme crawl back into my coffin, man.” Alan, however,
refused to give up.

“A-wakey wakey,” he said in a high butterfly
voice.

“Go ‘way.”

“Wake up, man.”

“No. Lea’ me alone.”

Alan thought for a moment. Then, leaning close, he
whispered into where he assumed Martin’s ear was under the
blanket:

“Let’s go check out the
space ship,
Martin.”

“What?” Martin asked, peeking out with one bloodshot
eye.

“Space ship,” Alan said again, smoothly, like a
magician repeating an incantation.

Ten minutes later, the two were riding their bikes
back along Blanca Street. Martin yawned several times, sleep trying
to call him back to bed. Soon, though, his body began to wake up,
like an old engine on a winter morning. The town was once again
deserted.

“What time is it, anyhow?” asked Martin, looking
around the silent neighborhood.

“Where’s your watch?”

Numbly, Martin looked at the watch he didn’t even
know he was wearing. It was 6:49 a.m.

“Oh, man,” Martin said, and yawned again, just for
effect.

“Early, ain’t it?” Alan asked perkily.

“Shut up.”

They rode through the forest at a relaxed pace,
walked peacefully past the ruined hotel, and strolled calmly up the
hill. Once at he top, they walked several steps before they
realized there was someone else there.

They stopped short. Just for a moment, Alan thought
it was a short, hairy alien standing in the middle of the meadow,
waiting for them. Then he realized it wasn’t an alien after all. It
was just a kid. A girl, in fact, with her back to them. She had
brown waist-length hair that blew lightly in the sea-breeze.

“Come on,” Mathew whispered, pulling him by the arm.
Very, very quietly, they tiptoed backwards, towards the forest.
When they were safely out of earshot, Martin whispered:

“Who is it, do you know?”

Alan thought for a moment. “I think it’s
whatsername. Roxanne, I think.”

“Who?”

You know, that girl who writes poetry. She’s new in
town, just moved in at the end of school. The principal put a bunch
of her poems up on the wall.”

“Oh,” Martin replied. He still didn’t know who she
was. “So what should we do? I guess we don’t want her knowing about
the tunnel.”

“You got that right. C’mon.” Alan pushed his bike
into the thick undergrowth. From the path it had looked too thick
to get through on foot, but they made it through, dragging their
bikes around to the tunnel.

As he followed Alan through the tunnel, a strange
feeling of unreality washed over Martin. He even began to worry
that everything they had seen the day before would turn out to be a
dream. But before he knew it they were in the hangar again.

Yes, the ship was still there, of course.

An excited tingle tore through Martin’s body as he
realized once and for all that the ship was real. He walked over to
the gleaming object of his desires and touched it. As he had the
previous day, he felt that he was touching not merely a cold
machine, but a warm, living friend.

“Hey,” Alan called from behind him. Turning, Martin
saw that Alan was standing at one of the walls. At his feet there
appeared to be a large handle. “What do you suppose this is?”

“Looks like a handle or a switch.”

“Yeah, but what does it do?”

“I dunno. You better not –“ But before he could
finish, Alan squatted down and pulled the handle. Then something
small fell on Martin’s head. Looking up, he saw what was happening.
The roof was opening up! He ducked down, covering his head with his
arms as chunks of dirt and grass fell on him. Turning his head, he
saw that the ship was being buried by the falling soil. He shouted
“No!” but the dirt kept falling anyhow.

Then his own voice was drowned out by a thin,
high-pitched scream. He looked up, just in time to see Anne, or
Roanne, or whatever her name was, falling through the air, caught
like an animal in a tiger trap – and headed straight for him. He
managed to utter a sound like “ack!” before she landed on him,
crushing him to the floor. A few more pieces of soil and grass fell
on them, but the rain soon stopped.

“Ooo, ouch,” Alan said to himself, wincing. He ran
over to where Martin and Roxanne lay covered in dirt. “Are you
okay?” he asked anxiously.

“I think I’m okay, man,” Martin replied, brushing
off dirt.

“I wasn’t talking to you, dummy,” Alan said
impatiently.

“I’m all right,” Roxanne said. “But someone’s on my
hair.”

“Whoops, sorry,” Martin said, and got off her hair.
He untangled himself from the newcomer and stood up. He started
brushing dirt off himself before he remembered his manners. “Oh,
let me help you up.”

Alan looked at his brother with amusement. He had
never before seen him act so chivalrous. Martin, noticing Alan’s
smile, shot him an annoyed look even as he extended his hand to
Roxanne.

“Thanks,” she said, and pulled herself up. For the
first time, Martin got a good luck at her. She was tall, taller
than him (but shorter than Alan), with a round face and long legs
with scabs on her knees. She wore a sundress that was bright yellow
with reddish flowers, and had leather sandals on her feet. A small
purse was slung over one shoulder. She had long chestnut hair that
looked like silk, and bright green eyes that sparkled in a most
unusual way.

“Hel-lo,” Martin said in admiration.

“Hello yourself,” Roxanne returned. The three of
them stood there, staring at each other for a few moments. Then
Alan waved a hand in front of Martin, who didn’t react, as though
he’d been hypnotized.

“At least tell her your name,” Alan said, rolling
his eyes.

“Oh yeah. My name is, um, Martin.”

“How’s it going, um Martin. I’m Roxanne.”

After getting an elbow in his ribs, Martin
introduced his brother. “Oh, and this is my brother Alan.”

“Brother?” asked Roxanne, surprised.

“Yup,” Alan said. “Different color, same
family.”

“Oh.” Roxanne looked around the hangar.

“What is this place?” she asked. Pointing to a
peculiar shine under the heap of dirt and grass, she added: “And
what in the world is that?”

Alan and Martin looked at each other. Alan slapped
his forehead like a criminal caught robbing a bank. Sighing, he
said to Martin: “I guess we better tell her.”

“I guess so.”

“Tell me what?” Roxanne asked, frowning.

“Well,” began Martin. “It’s like this … uh … you see
…” he trailed off into silence, unable to find the words. Alan
decided to take the direct route.

“That’s a space ship,” he said, pointing at the
silver gleam.

“A space ship.”

“Right. A space ship. Put here by aliens.”

“We think,” Martin added.

“Right,” continued Alan. “We don’t really know.”

“Must’ve been aliens, though,” Martin said.

“Of course,” Alan replied, nodding.

“And we’re not exactly sure it’s a space ship
yet.”

“True. I mean, we only found it yesterday.”

“Right,” Martin finished.

They both looked at Roxanne. She was staring at them
both, shaking her head. She was still frowning.

“Huh?” she said.

“This hill,” Martin said slowly, speaking each word
clearly, “is our favorite spot in the forest. We come here a lot.
We came here yesterday. It started to rain. We looked for someplace
to get out of the rain. We found that tunnel.” He pointed at the
tunnel entrance. “We came down the tunnel. We found the hangar. We
found the ship. Okay?”

“Uh-huh,” she replied suspiciously. “Seriously, what
is this place? Is it part of the old hotel?”

The boys exchanged a glance. Roxanne and their
mother had a lot in common so far.

After a pause, Roxanne looked up to where the
ceiling had been. A bright, cloudless blue sky stared back at her.
“Lucy!” she called. At the edge of the hole, a small shape
appeared. It was a cat, peering down at them. She had big green
eyes and black fur with a little white patch on her chest.

“Mep!” she said.

“C’mere, Lucy!” Roxanne called,
patting her chest. Martin turned, about to point at the cave
entrance, when a screech filled the air. Turning, he realized the
cat named Lucy had jumped, and was plummeting through the air
towards Roxanne. Its legs were splayed out, its tail jutting
straight out, and its eyes were fixed on Roxanne. It landed in
Roxanne’s arms with a plunk.

In the silence that followed, Alan and Martin
realized the cat was purring loudly.

“Brave cat,” Martin said finally.

“Try ‘stupid’,” Alan muttered. Roxanne turned to
them, smiling.

“Lucy trusts me.” She plopped Lucy down on the
ground, where the cat began to explore the hangar, sniffing and
strutting around like she owned the place.

“Now,” Roxanne said, brushing loose dirt off her
dress, “let’s take a look at your space ship.” She went over to the
ship and began clearing away the mess. Martin looked at Alan, then
went over and helped her. Alan, shrugging, joined them.

It took half an hour or so, but they eventually
cleared the ship of dirt. As they worked, they talked. Roxanne, it
turned out, loved the forest as much as the boys did, and rode her
bike (which was still sitting atop what was left of the meadow)
along the same path. The only difference was that her only company
was her cat, who sat in her handlebar basket as she rode. Roxanne,
an early riser, said she had been coming to the hill for several
weeks, but always early in the morning, when the boys were still
asleep.

Tired, dirty, but still excited, the three stood
where the boys had left off the day before. They stood before the
hatch, but it was totally black inside. The interior apparently did
not have a glow-in-the-dark coating like the hangar did, and if
there were lights they weren’t working.

Alan walked over to the cave entrance and picked up
his knapsack, which he had dropped just before pulling the lever.
Rummaging inside the pack, he pulled out a flashlight and switched
it on. “Good call,” Martin said. Nodding, Alan shone the light
inside the ship’s hatchway, and they all peered in. There was a
tiny room, only a couple of feet wide and twice as high. Martin
leaned inside and looked up. Another opening, in the ceiling, led
away into more blackness. “Aha,” he said, and pointed up.

“Well? After you,” Alan said impatiently.

“Take it easy, man. Gimme the flashlight.” Alan
handed it to his brother, and Martin, shining it up, climbed
through the second hatchway. Alan and Roxanne waited, listening to
Martin shuffling around inside. Then he called to them: “It’s
amazing in here!”

Roxanne and Alan climbed up into the darkness. “Martin?” Alan
called nervously.

“Yo,” Martin’s voice replied out of the darkness.
“Are you both here?”

“Yeah,” Roxanne said.

“Okay.” A little click sounded as Martin turned on
the flashlight. The inside was just as silvery as the outside. The
weak light bounced off every surface, illuminating the room so
brightly it was like being inside a diamond. Roxanne and Alan
looked around.

The cabin was so large it seemed to take up most of
the ship. There were three small seats, all facing towards the
front: two were side by side, the third behind and a little above
the other two. There the traditional movie layout of spaceships
departed from the real one. The seats seemed to grow out of the
floor. The whole interior was curved and fluid, as if it was one
single organic being, rather than an assembly of parts. There were
no windows, nor a single switch, screen or display. And everything,
absolutely everything, was made of the same, dazzling, glittering,
sliver material.

“Cool, eh?” Martin said.

“Whoah,” was all Alan could say. Roxanne was silent.
Martin walked over to the seats that were placed side by side and
sat down in the righthand one. The aliens who had built the ship
were apparently much smaller than humans, for the seats were very
small, like baby chairs.

“If this were the Enterprise, this would be the
helm.” He leaned back and placed his hands on the wide
armrests.

“Yeah,” Pete said excitedly. “And this one is ops!”
He sat down next to Martin.

“Captain!” Martin shouted. “Romulan Warbird
de-cloaking!” There was a silent pause, and the two looked over at
Roxanne.

“What?” she said.

“That’s’ the captain’s chair,” Martin informed her,
pointing to the third seat. They both looked at her, waiting.

“Okay, okay,” she said, and sat down.

“The Romulans are preparing to fire, captain!” Alan
cried.

“Okay,” Roxanne said uncertainly. “Um, red alert.
Fire phasers, Mister … whatzisname. The robot guy.”

“Pathetic,” sighed Alan.

“A real captain would have tried talking to them
first.”

“Not to mention,” Alan added, “remembered everyone’s
names. You make a lousy captain.”

“Sorry,” Roxanne said impatiently. “I didn’t want to
play your stupid game anyhow.”

“What would you rather play?” Pete asked. “Dolls,
maybe?”

“Right,” laughed Martin. “Maybe we can play
House.”

“Space Ship,” corrected Alan.

“Oh yeah. Sorry, man.”

“No problem.”

“Shh!” Roxanne hissed suddenly.

“Hey, we were just kidding,” Martin said, startled.
He hadn’t meant to upset her. He and Alan just got carried away
with their kidding sometimes. Well, all the time.

“No, listen,” whispered Alan. There had been a
movement outside the ship. Visions of everything from sunglass-clad
spies to bug-eyed monsters danced through their brains.

The three of them sat there, tensed, silently
listening. Then Martin heard it too: it was a strange, scraping
thump. Then a black shape poked through the hatchway for a split
second before disappearing again.

All three of them flushed in terror. Then the shape
popped up again, perched itself on the rim of the opening, and
called out to them in a piercing falsetto:

“Mep! Mep!”

“Lucy!” Roxanne sighed. Martin and Alan let out a
long breath.

“I’m beginning to hate that cat,” Alan said.

“She’s fine. I just wish she had half a brain!”

“Shut up, you guys!” Roxanne said.

“Man, she scared me,” Alan said. “I didn’t know what
it was.”

“Tell me about it,” Martin said, nodding.

The three of them leaned back in their chairs,
relaxing, and let the fear seep from their systems. They felt the
material of the seats and armrests. Once again it gave the strange
sensation of having the strength of steel, but the soft warmth of
silk. It was fascinating, almost intoxicating, feeling those two
completely opposite sensations at the same time.

Slowly, their eyes glazed over and their bodies
relaxed, though they were not sleepy, or even aware of what was
happening. Then an incredible new awareness came upon each one of
them, like waking up from a dream. It was like a switch being
flicked in their brains, activating an entirely new sense. And yet
it was more.

It was as if they had woken up to discover they had
wings.

Helplessly, joyously, they spread their wings. And
drawn by the wings of the universe, they flew.


Chapter Two

 


Alan was drawn from his body. He
did not leave it. He knew it was there, he felt its heartbeat,
heard its breathing. But some new
part of him reached out, like a hand stretched
out to touch. But now that he felt it, knew it, lived it and loved
it, he felt mildly foolish. ‘Why didn’t I notice this before?’ he
thought. Then he wasn’t reaching, he was plunging, swept along by
currents he couldn’t understand.

He began to experience things he knew were tiny. A
miniature patch of skin, so huge it stretched into the distance
like a pink prairie. Then he seemed to shrink, and he was
surrounded by armies of microscopic creatures living out their
secret lives on the skin.

In a moment he went
beneath the skin,
watching in wonder as a heart beat, blood flowed, organs worked in
a quiet symphony of existence. In an instant, though he had never
before known much of anything about biology, anatomy or
biochemistry, he gained complete understanding of how living things
worked. He plunged deeper, until he was watching cells interact:
blood cells, red and white, danced before him, around him, through
him. Getting smaller, he joined flows of electrical signals running
along nerves, followed the tiny energies as they crackled along
brain cells, transmitting thoughts.

Then he went even deeper, even smaller. He dove into
the tiny bursts of electricity until they were no more than dancing
little pieces of the universe. He understood, completely and
forever, all the machines, all the gadgets, all the technology he
had ever seen. He could imagine more sophisticated devices than the
genius of humanity had ever devised; he understood energy, its
workings, its origins, and how to use it.

Deeper, ever deeper he went. He immersed himself in
the essence of creation, the particles of existence. He gazed at
the marvelous ballet of atomic structure. Atoms, he realized, are
everywhere, yet also nowhere. He had become so small that the
spaces between the atoms were bigger than the atoms themselves.
Every atom in the universe, it seemed, was plugged into a vast
gravitational network, each one a tiny note in a magnificent
orchestra.

Then he plunged deeper still.

He reached the end of all things; the essential,
true nature of everything. It was a single, tremendous
undercurrent, a theme, a foundation. It gave gravity to atoms and
planets and galaxies. It created all thought. Alan instantly
understood that this thing, this truth of creation, was so huge
that it made planets, stars, galaxies seem like mere atoms. Every
tiny event was felt in the whole being. It was not thinking, it was
not alive; it just was. It was the engine that gave life to the
universe. It surrounded every tiny atom, all the giant
galaxies.

He watched this, lived it, and
understood it all. The workings of the universe were simple. He
had seen it. He
could reach out and touch it. His amazement became reverence. For
now he knew, for all time, what he had touched.

It was the soul of the universe.

He felt himself draw back, slowly,
slowly. The beloved soul receded. But it did not disappear. The
atoms appeared, then became smaller and smaller, became cells,
organs, until the tiny receded into the distance, yet he still felt
it, saw it, knew it. The organism became smaller, until he realized
happily it had been Roxanne’s cat Lucy he had explored. Then he was
just Alan again, sitting in a ship in a forest, but he
still felt it. It was
everywhere. His eyes had been opened, and never again would they
close.

Martin did not sink into the tiny; he leapt away. It
was a strange feeling, and in fact was not very pleasant at first.
It was as if his eyes and ears and hands and tongue and nose had
sprung from his body and flown off on their own. He sat, somehow
still experiencing his senses perfectly, yet with parts of his
senses detached, flitting away on a mission of their own.

He flew through the wall of the ship has if it was
mist, through the hill, and sped above the forest, just above the
trees. The wind brushed him, and the sun beat upon him; he could
feel its heat. He could smell the pines and the sea. He could taste
the forest’s dry life, the salt, the very air. Below him, trees
rustled, pine needles hissed, birds twittered.

He experimented. With mere thoughts, he moved
around. He swooped low and raced through the forest, increasing his
speed. Then he was free of the trees, out over the ocean. Happily,
he flew into the water. In moments he sank into the deep. It was
terribly cold at the bottom, but that didn’t bother him, and the
pressure was tremendous, but that didn’t matter either, because his
senses were there, but his body was not. Yet he tasted the salt,
heard water gurgling above and the earth muttering below. And even
here, there was life. Fragile creatures skittered along the rocky
bottom.

With a mere thought, he took off again, and in a
moment he had left the ocean and was speeding through the sky. It
got darker and darker as he climbed, until he was surrounded by
only stars and blackness. He turned and saw his fair planet below
him, the precious earth, hanging in the void like a jewel on a
velvet cloth. He watched the tremendous dance of life: clouds,
seas, yes, and nations too, roads, cities, lights.

Then, with joy, he turned and flew again. He danced
through the solar system in a heartbeat. He swept by the sun,
sweeping over its mad, fiery surface. Mercury was a wink of gray
craters. Venus was a baked hell of ocean pressure and poison
lightning.

Faster, faster he flew. Above the plane of the solar
system, passing light waves like they were standing still. Then he
stopped. All around him, the massive, stupendous galaxy. A river of
stars, stars beyond count, stars for the knowing.

He looked further.

The Milky Way, the swirling sea of
diamond dust, was itself
only one tiny grain of sand in a universe crowded
with galaxies.

Martin saw it all. It was life, it
was love, it was creation itself. On every side, at every distance,
the universe lay before him. It waited for him, and he in that
instant yearned with all he was to see it all, to live it all;
to know it
all.

And to love it all.

His joy soared. Twisting like a dolphin above the
waves, he turned for home. He leapt toward the earth, through space
dust, ice particles, radiation, then air, clouds, and finally
forest, the ship, and home. But his extra senses did not return to
their original home. They hovered above him, ever smelling, seeing,
tasting, feeling, hearing. They waited for his command like a hand
waits for tasks.

Behind him, Roxanne did not reach or fly; she grew.
Her emotions became a bubble that gradually expanded. Martin and
Alan sat before her, facing away. Slowly, their innermost feelings
seeped into her, until she knew them completely. Alan was exploring
the innermost workings of the universe, hypnotized with joy. She
shared in his joy, feeling it just as strongly, just as
passionately as he himself. Martin flew to the outer boundaries of
the solar system, and she felt his passion and playfulness even as
he did.

She did not see what they saw, and in fact she did
not know what they were doing; she only knew how they felt about
it. Without knowing how, she delved into their pasts. When Martin
was eight, their mother, recently divorced, was in dire financial
straits, and Martin accidentally lost some money of hers. Not much;
a few dollars, but his mother had cried. Martin was still ashamed,
still felt guilty. It was buried away in his heart, but Roxanne saw
it, experienced the pain as clearly and powerfully as Martin had.
His guilt mulled on, quietly chewing away at his heart, endlessly
difficult to throw away. And there was more, always more.

She shifted her gaze to Alan. A year ago he had been
in English class, and the teacher had asked him to read a poem out
to the class. He stood and read the poem, stuttering. He couldn’t
read half the words. Someone tittered in the back of the room. He
sat down, humiliated to tears. His bitter shame burnt her heart
just as it did Alan’s.

She grew, expanded. Alan and Martin, lost in their
worlds of discovery, quickly became two notes in a concert of
emotion. She felt the townspeople as they went about their daily
lives. An old man smiling happily as he remembered his daughter’s
second birthday party, dozens of years ago and hundreds of miles
away. A little girl, bursting with hopes and dreams of the future.
A teenaged boy, possessed by affection as he imagined a girl at
school. A woman laughing with good humor as she watched TV.

Roxanne grew more, blossoming into the unknowing
world. Animals, people, all had awareness, fear, love. All loved
life. And Roxanne loved them. She spread over the world, living
life’s experiences through a billion hearts. She absorbed more
emotion than any human being could ever have imagined.

Roxanne lived in the hearts of all the world’s
beings. She did not just look into hearts, nor did she simply
sympathize with them. She lived our lives, felt the power of our
souls.

Slowly, the blossom slackened its pace. Then it
halted, and began to close. Her heart receded, shrank into itself
once more. Just as she was returning to her own heart, she flashed
upon another emotion-memory hidden deep inside both Martin and
Alan.

With the boys, she gained not just emotional
understanding, but rough images as well, unlike everyone else she
had leapt into. She wondered a moment why this should be so, before
realizing that the two of them trusted each other completely, loved
each other utterly, and as a result were always open and honest
with one another. Somehow this allowed Roxanne to gain a mental
picture to accompany their emotions.

In the schoolyard not long ago, someone made fun of
one of the brothers. The way Alan remembered it, Martin had been
made fun of: Martin remembered it the other way around. The insult
started a fistfight. Other kids joined in. Martin and Alan had
stood back to back, hitting and being hit, defending each other
even when it had seemed as though the entire world was against
them.

Their fierceness and determination
astonished Roxanne. The two loved each other so much they seemed
to live for each
other.

Then she was just herself again. Her eyes opened and
she breathed deeply, shakily. Her body shuddered. She realized her
eyes were streaming with tears. It was strange, since she no longer
felt the cries of a million souls in her heart. But she was just a
human being, after all; she couldn’t help but be affected by all
the emotions of all those people. Somehow, she was relieved by her
tears. She was no different from any of the souls she had
inhabited. No better, no worse.

Despite her tears, she felt her lips forming a
smile.

Martin, Alan and Roxanne were back in the ship
again. They were not their old selves anymore. They were different,
able to see, know and therefore understand more.

Martin took a deep breath and opened his eyes. He
thought for a moment, confused. Was it all a dream? He looked over
at Alan, who was staring straight ahead with that same
Frankensteinesque expression he had had in the hangar the day
before.

“Alan!” he whispered. Alan, absorbed in his
thoughts, didn’t hear.

“Alan!” he repeated, a little louder. Alan blinked,
shook his head slightly and looked over at him. Martin noticed a
strange gleam in Alan’s eyes. “What is it?” he asked.

“I understand,” Alan mumbled.

“You understand what?”

“I understand.” He paused for a moment,
searching for words to express what he had experienced. “How it
works. How it all works. I understand.” He shook his head, unable to
explain.

The two boys turned around and looked at Roxanne.
Her face, which had been filthy from her fall into the hangar, was
streaked by tears from her eyes to her neck.

“Jeez, what happened to you?” Alan asked.

“Yeah, man, you look terrible.”

Roxanne leaned over and looked at her reflection in
the gleaming deck. She smiled: it looked like someone had painted
zebra stripes up and down her face.

“It’s kind of hard to explain,”
she said at length. “It’s like … I …” She paused, thinking. “I saw
into people’s hearts. No, it was more than that. I felt their
emotions like they were mine. I feel like I’m … I dunno,
connected to people
now.”

“Which people?”

“Well, all of them, I think.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah. But what about you guys? I know something
happened to you too.”

“I became really … small,” Alan said slowly. “I saw
tiny things. Little bugs on our skin. Lucy’s insides. I even saw
atoms. I also saw …”

“What?” Martin asked.

“It was … I dunno how to put it
into words. But I understand how things work. How
everything works. I
guarantee I’ll be able to get this ship working in no time. I don’t
know where you guys want to go, but I know I’ll be able to get you
there.”

“Cool,” Martin said.

“Yeah,” Alan agreed. Visions of the stupendous power
of the universe danced behind his dark eyes.

Roxanne felt Alan’s quiet excitement, and smiled at
the feeling. He had been given the greatest toy of all time. Then
she turned her attention to Martin. He was practically trembling
with suppressed agitation. “What about you?” She said to him.

“I went into outer space,” he said
proudly. “I can go anywhere. I mean, I didn’t actually
go there myself, but
it felt like I
did. And not just my eyes, either: I could smell, taste, hear and
feel everything. It was awesome!”

“Anywhere?” Alan asked.

“Yeah.”

The three of the looked at each other, smiling. They
had experienced so much already, yet somehow it seemed natural. Had
they been just a little older, they would have been terribly
shocked by their experiences, even frightened. But they were young,
and open to new ideas. Of course, they had always assumed that when
they got older they would understand more, but of course older
people usually just create their own little worlds and ignore the
things they don’t like.

Their worlds were still being created, and had
suddenly become much bigger. Life was simply something new to be
experienced. And the future did not hold age, sorrow or death. It
held only one thing.

Exploration.

Alan stood up and stretched. “I’m hungry,” he said,
yawning.

“Me too,” Martin agreed. “I’ve got a few sandwiches
in my knapsack. How about we have some lunch?”

“Good idea, man.”

“Thanks.”

“What time is it, anyhow?” Roxanne asked. She, too,
stood up and stretched. Lucy, disturbed from sleep, scampered to
the deck. It felt as if they had been inside the ship for days.
Finishing his yawn, Martin looked at his watched.

“I don’t believe it.”

“What?” Roxanne asked.

“It’s only eight o’clock.”

Alan thought back, they had arrived at the hill just
before seven o’clock, and with Roxanne’s fall into the hangar and
poking through the ship … their ‘journeys’ had only lasted an
instant.

“Jeez,” he said.

“You mean, all that was just a couple of seconds?”
Roxanne asked, disbelieving.

“I don’t mean anything. All I’m
saying is, the little hand is pointing at the eight, and the big
hand is pointing at the twelve. That means I went a couple of
light-years in about a second. That’s impossible; nothing goes that
fast. But I was there, it really happened, so I guess it
is possible.”

“But how?” asked Roxanne. “And why?”

The boys each answered with a shrug, their answer to
every difficult question.

They climbed through the hatch and exited the ship.
Roxanne stood alone for a moment, slightly annoyed by their
indifference; they took their own existence for granted to the
point of lunacy. She decided that the only thing that would make
them fear injury or death would be an attack by a huge
saber-toothed monster with giant horns and slobbering jaws. Even
then, she thought with a sigh, they would probably just look at
each other, crack mile-wide smiles and say, “cool!”

She picked up Lucy and draped her over her shoulders
the way aristocratic ladies used to wear stoles. For the first time
Roxanne could feel the cat’s trust in her. It was so strong it
bordered on total faith.

Out in the hangar, the boys were rummaging through
their knapsacks. When Roxanne emerged from the ship, Martin
said:

“Why don’t we go outside? I could use a little air.
Besides –“ she glared at Alan “—it’s pretty messy in here.”

“I said I was sorry, man.”

“Come on.” She headed for the tunnel, Lucy still
happily draped over her shoulders like a boneless scarf.

“That’s a weird cat, don’t you think?” Martin
muttered to Alan once Roxanne was gone.

“No, she’s not weird, just stupid. Really
stupid.”

Nodding wisely, Martin left the hangar, Alan closely
following. Outside, the bright sunlight made them squint, but they
climbed out and scrambled up the slope to the top of the hill.

“Oh jeez,” Martin said sadly.

Their lovely meadow was now a wreck. There was a
great, rectangular hole in the middle, so that only a narrow area
around it could be sat upon. But even then, the opening of the
doors had torn out almost all the grass.

“Nice going,” Roxanne said glumly.

“Hey, I said I was sorry! What do you want,
blood?”

“Yes, please,” Martin said.

“Aw, shut up,” Alan said defensively.

“Well, it was nice while it lasted,” Roxanne sighed.
“But if it makes you feel any better, I’m glad you pulled that
lever. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have even met you guys.”

“And I,” Martin added, “wouldn’t’ve had the chance
to be a human airbag.”

They went over to where the path met the meadow and
sat down. It was a bit gravelly, but passable. Roxanne put Lucy
down on the ground. The cat stretched and sat down.

Martin handed out his sandwiches. Roxanne unwrapped
hers, bit into it, and grimaced.

“What is this?” She asked, holding the
sandwich away from her.

Martin, peering at it, replied, “Uh, that’s peanut
butter, jam and marshmallow.”

“It’s what?”

“What’s ‘amatter, too sweet?”

In reply Roxanne rewrapped the sandwich, shuddering.
“What else you got?”

“Peanut butter and chocolate sauce,” Martin said,
holding up his meal proudly.

“He thinks,” Alan said, point at him with a thumb,
“it’s like having a giant peanut butter cup. Gross, eh?”

“Gross? Try sick. What about you?”

“Baloney and honey, on raisin bread,” he said
proudly.

“I knew all boys were freaks,” she said with another
shudder, “but you guys are definitely the worst.”

The boys laughed, touched their sandwiches together,
shouted “cheers!” and took huge bites.

Roxanne couldn’t help laughing. She rummaged through
their packs, and found, to her surprise, a fresh apple. Martin was
surprised too: he had packed it early that morning, practically
asleep. Roxanne chewed it contentedly, trying not to smell their
nightmare-sandwiches.

“Man,” Alan said, looking at Roxanne’s apple, “girls
are weird.” He earned a peanut butter and chocolate-filled laugh
from his brother.

They sat and ate, talking very little as they
thought about the ship and their newfound abilities. Then, their
sandwiches finished, the boys split the one Roxanne had refused.
She watched with good humor as they used their filthy fingers to
carefully tear away the part her mouth had touched.

Soon, the conversation picked up again. Alan and
Martin, with the space ship and their extrasenses, assumed they
would be leaving immediately for far-off places.

“I get to be the pilot!” Martin cried.

“Fine,” Alan said. “I wanted to be the chief
engineer anyway.”

“Chief engineer? Chief of what?”

“Chief of engineering.”

“But you’re the only engineer.”

“Right, so I’m in charge.”

“You’re such a boy,” Martin said, imitating
Roxanne.

“Thanks!”

“Hang on,” Roxanne said, interrupting. “Take it
easy! We don’t even know if we can work the ship.”

“We can,” Alan said confidently. “Definitely.”

“Well, we don’t even know where we’re going to
go.”

“So what?” Alan said impatiently. “We’ll think of
someplace, right?”

“Right!” Martin agreed.

“Okay, but what do
I do? Sounds like you
don’t even need me.”

“Sure we do!” Martin said.

“Yeah,” Alan said. “You can be the captain.”

“Me?”

“Of course! What else?” Martin said.

“You really think so?”

“Yeah. Anyway, we’re just dumb boys. We need a
mature girl to look after us.”

“Very funny. Captain, eh? All right, I’m your
girl.”

“Cool,” Alan said.

“So anyway,” Martin said, “what should we do with
it? Hey, maybe we could go to Mars.”

“Bo-ring,” Alan said. “It’s dead there. Besides, why
go there when we can go anywhere?”

“I don’t hear you making any suggestions,” Martin
said crossly.

“Can I help it if you’re deaf?”

“Okay, okay,” Roxanne soothed.
“C’mon, how hard can it be to find something to do? We’ve got
a space ship, you
know!”

“Yeah?” said Martin. “So let’s hear it.”

“I have a suggestion,” said a voice.

The three of them jumped, startled.

“Who said that?” asked Alan.

“I dunno.”

“Now, don’t panic,” the voice said. It was a
somewhat high-pitched feminine voice, with a soft, gentle tone.

“Who’s speaking?” Martin shouted.

“Me,” the voice said.

“Me who?”

“You guys,” Roxanne said. They looked at her. She
was sitting perfectly still and staring down at the ground.
Following her gaze, they saw Lucy, sitting pertly, looking at them.
“I think it’s the cat.”

The boys turned around and looked at Lucy. She sat
there, looking at them sharply. Her eyes moved from one boy to the
other.

“No way,” Alan said.

“Can’t be,” Martin said.

“Yes,” Lucy said, “it can.”

The three humans just stared at her.

“Yes, yes,” Lucy told them. “I’m talking. I know it
seems incredible, but it’s true.”

“Are you doing that?” Martin asked Alan.

“No way, man!”

“Well, her mouth isn’t moving.”

“Of course not,” Lucy said patiently. “Cat’s can’t
talk.”

“They can’t?” Martin asked.

“No, of course not,” Lucy replied.

“Then what are you doing?”

“I’m not using my voice. Felines have highly evolved
minds, and that’s how I’m able to communicate with you.”

“You mean with mental telepathy?” Alan asked.

“Right, exactly.”

“Are you saying that all cats can talk?”

“Yes.”

“Okay,” Martin said, shaking his head. “This is too
much. The ship I could handle, flying around the universe I can
handle, but this is just too much, okay?”

“Take it easy, man,” Alan said.

“I will not take it easy! What’s going on here? I
mean, why is all this stuff happening now?”

“I can’t answer that,” Lucy said soothingly. “But I
can tell you some things. About the ship, for example. I know who
built it.”

“You do?” Roxanne asked.

“Yes, of course. My people built it.”

“You mean cats made it?” Alan asked.

“That’s right. It was a very long time ago, back on
our home world. In those days we were very advanced and powerful. A
group of us left aboard the ship and came to earth. We’ve been here
ever since. The ship was hidden, so that even we didn’t know where
it was. And you happened to find it.”

“Your home world,” Martin said calmly.

“Yes.”

“So cats are from another planet.”

“Yes, that’s right. If you look in textbooks, you’ll
find that my people have mysterious origins on earth. We just sort
of appeared. Humans don’t think about it much, but it does explain
things.”

“So where is this planet? And why did you
leave?”

“Well, it’s a long story.”

“Okay,” Roxanne said. “Tell us everything.”

“This is crazy,” Martin said.

“Quiet,” Alan said, elbowing him.

“I don’t have all the details. It was, like I said,
a very long time ago. About five thousand years ago, in fact. But
at around that time, we felines lived on a planet called Bastet. My
people were very advanced and prosperous. We created wonderful
works of art and unlocked many secrets of science. We created
fabulous machines of incredible sophistication and power. It seemed
our future held nothing but happiness and glory. But then war
came.”

“No one knows how it started. And perhaps it’s not
important. War had become inevitable. There were too many nations
and not enough resources. Everyone wanted more than everyone else.
Each nation wanted a larger share. And so war came.”

Lucy paused. Her whiskers drooped as she remembered
the tales she had been told of the distant past.

“The war …” she said, as if in a dream. “Their
technology had become so vast that billions died. They used
horrible weapons: poison weapons, energy weapons. Even the planet
itself was turned into a weapon, striking enemies with fierce
weather and volcanoes. They even used life itself, creating
terrible creatures and horrible, killing plagues. Vast regions were
completely wiped out.”

“The war just dragged on and on,” she continued. The
sun ducked behind a cloud as she spoke to them, as if hiding from
her tale. “In time it just became permanent. A thing with no end. A
thing certain to destroy us.”

“Then one by one we were finally cured of the
blindness that had kept us from seeing the evil that had sprung up
everywhere. We were finally take hold of our future and take
control of it for ourselves.”

“The war seemed about to end. People on all sides of
the fighting had become fed up with the bleeding, and realized it
wouldn’t continue if they didn’t want it to.”

“So,” Roxanne said, fascinated, “it was like a
revolution.”

“No,” Lucy said, shaking her head.
“It wasn’t that. It was more like … an awakening.”

“So they stopped the war,” Alan said.

“No,” Lucy replied with a sigh. “It wasn’t that
easy. It isn’t easy to realize your beliefs are based on lies. And
there were powerful interests who wanted the war to continue. And
so it continued. The planet had become a vast graveyard with most
of the felines dead, and yet it continued. The world seemed
doomed.”

“One group of felines decided to escape the endless,
poisonous war; to leave and start somewhere else. So they stole a
powerful ship that was a top secret project, and left Bastet. They
traveled for many years, from star to star, and eventually came
here – to earth.”

“Those were my ancestors,” Lucy said, pointing to
the hangar with one paw, “and that was their ship.”

The kids sat, stunned, staring at the cat. It was
very difficult to believe that Lucy had spoken to them at all, much
less the story she told. But just as they had accepted the presence
of the space ship, they began to accept what had happened.

“I … I’m sorry,” Alan said uneasily.

“Sorry? For what?” Lucy asked.

“For going inside your ship.”

At this, Lucy laughed. It was a very strange sight,
and for that matter so was the way she spoke. Her mouth never
moved, her feline face rarely changed – her expression was all in
her bright green eyes.

“My dear boy,” Lucy said, “it’s
not my ship! It
doesn’t belong to anyone! It was made by a government that’s almost
certainly long gone, and stolen by felines who passed away
thousands of years ago. I don’t know how to work it; I just know
our history, which has been passed down through countless
generations of my family.”

“So …” Martin said slowly, like a detective solving
a complicated murder. “There was a World War, right? And one of
your armies secretly built the ship.” Lucy nodded. “And you guys –
sorry, your great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great
grandparents stole it and came to earth, right?”

“Yes, more or less. Except that you left out a lot more
‘greats’.”

“Sorry. Your great-great-great-great …”

“Oh, spare us,” Roxanne said tiredly.

“Yeah, man,” Alan said happily. “Spare us.”

Martin opened his mouth to reply, but stopped. The
odds were not so good these days, with Roxanne in the picture, not
to mention the talking cat.

“But,” Roxanne said, ignoring him, “how come people
don’t know about it? Seems to me if a bunch of talking cats
appeared out of the sky, people’d notice.”

“No, stupid,” Alan said. “They didn’t land the ship
in the middle of Main Street and say ‘take me to your leader’! They
snuck in, and they didn’t talk to anyone, right?”

“Well, no, actually,” Lucy said.

“Good call, melonhead,” Martin said with a grin.

“Oh, shut up.”

“Go on, Lucy,” Roxanne said.

“You two boys hate each other, correct?” Lucy
asked.

“No, they don’t,” Roxanne said, before they could
respond. “They’re just playing.”

“Ah. Well, anyway, when my ancestors arrived here,
they liked humans very much. It was almost five thousand years ago,
and you were just starting your civilization. Unfortunately, the
felines began to be worshipped as gods. They even built a great
statue of the feline leader out in the desert. I think they call it
the Sphinx. They gave her a human face, though.” There was a note
of distaste in her mind-voice.

“After awhile,” she continued, “the felines
dissolved the partnership. It seems as if humans would see us
either as gods or demons, no matter what we did. So for thousands
of years we’ve been pretending to be animals. Sometimes it’s been
hard, since humans are pretty superstitious, and we’ve been
occasionally hunted and killed – especially us black cats – and the
truth is, a lot of you just aren’t very nice. It goes with the
territory, I suppose.”

“I’ve been pretty good to you, though, right?”
Roxanne asked.

“Well … no offense, but you obviously don’t know how
unhealthy cat food is. Plus it tastes horrible.”

“Oh,” Roxanne said gloomily. “I’m sorry.”

“Please, don’t be sorry. It’s not
your fault. I’ve always considered myself to be very lucky. So yes,
you have been
good to me.”

Roxanne nodded, relieved.

“So what do we do?” Martin asked.

“Do?”

“Yeah. At the beginning you said you had a
suggestion, remember?”

“Oh yes,” Lucy said, nodding. “I would like to
return to Bastet, to my home world and see how things are, and if
they need any help.”

“Now you’re talkin’,” Alan said excitedly.

“Yeah,” added Martin. “So where’s this world of
yours?”

“I don’t know.”

“Great. Alan, do you think the ship has a computer
or something that might know?”

“What are you asking me for?”

“You’re supposed to know this stuff, aren’t
you?”

“No. I haven’t checked out the ship yet.”

“Waytta go, man. You’re a great chief engineer.”

“I’d be happy to engineer you a new face.”

“Stop it,” Roxanne interrupted. “What should we do,
Lucy?”

“I don’t know. But I do have a suggestion: get to
know the ship. Examine and explore it.”

“Yeah,” Alan said.

“Good idea,” Martin agreed.

“Let’s go,” Roxanne said. She got to her feet and
brushed dirt and grass off her sundress. With the boys in tow and
Lucy treading behind, she climbed down the hill and, eventually, to
the hangar and the ship.

When they took their seats this time, instead of
feeling drowsy the children, tense with nervous excitement, were
struck by a marvelously energizing feeling.

It was a giddy joy they had felt before, one they
knew and loved. They didn’t have the words to describe it – in
fact, they saw no need to put it into words. Older people might
have called it a natural high, or just youthful innocence. But it
was neither of these. The ship, and the talents it had given them,
were showing them life as it truly is, full of wonder and endless
possibilities.

They felt alive.
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“Man,” Alan said a couple of hours later, “this ship
is unbelievable.”

Using his newfound extrasenses, he had explored its
technology and mechanics. As a product of his times, Alan was used
to the idea of a ship being a collection of gadgets and machines
with specific purposes. You need toast, you plug in a toaster and
pop it down; dinner, turn on the stove; cold drink, open the
refrigerator. But this ship was something completely new.

The ship was silver because it was made of every
element in the universe, in pure form, blended together. Just as
light is white before it is split into a rainbow, the ship was
silver.

And there was no power source. On his first plunge
into inner space, Alan had seen a stupendous power that served as
the foundation of the universe. It was giant beyond imagining,
making the nuclear inferno of suns seem puny by comparison.

This universal heartbeat needed intelligent minds to
be intensified and focused in order to be used as a power source.
He tried to puzzle it out, but was unable to comprehend the link.
He made it work anyhow. It is not necessary, after all, to
understand particle physics to watch television.

The power, made tight and laserlike by the minds of
the crew, flowed into the ship. Once this connection was made, Alan
realized just how brilliant the ship’s design was. It was just one
huge, super-dense block of metal, but by examining it atom by atom
he came to understand how it all worked. The very matter of the
ship itself was totally subservient to his will.

The contents of vast memory banks could be imprinted
on a single atom, with room to spare. The shape of the ship could
be modified as if it were putty, yet remain infinitely harder than
diamonds. Single particles could perform the same tasks as a city
full of machines. The possibilities were as boundless as the crew’s
imagination.

“Man,” he sighed again.

“Man, man, man,” Martin mocked. Even as he did so,
his senses were soaring over the galaxy.

“This ship can do anything, man. Anything! Those
cats were smart little fuzzballs.”

“I beg your pardon?” Lucy demanded.

“He means to say,” Martin said, “that for a bunch of
guys who sleep all day and eat mouse guts, this ship –“ he patted
an armrest “—is quite something.”

“Thanks, man,” Alan said.

“No problem.”

“Why, of all the nerve!” Lucy said angrily.

“Lucy,” Roxanne interrupted, “please don’t be angry.
They’re very impressed by the ship, and your people. It’s just that
they love to talk to each other like that. In a way, the fact that
speaking that way to you is a kind of compliment. Really, they
don’t mean to upset you.”

“Hmph! ‘Friends clean each other with tongues, not
claws’, as felines like to say.”

“My tongue is staying in here,” Alan said, pointing
at his mouth.

“Yeah, man,” Martin agreed. “I only lick ice cream.
And you don’t look like ice cream.”

“They can’t help it,” Roxanne told Lucy. “They’re
guys. They’re too scared to be nice to each other.”

“Well … all right. But watch it,” Lucy said
forcefully, matching it with a steely green glare at the boys, who
sat trying not to laugh.

“Sorry,” Alan said, smiling.

“Yeah, sorry, man.”

“Alan?” Roxanne said.

“Yeah?”

“The ship?”

“Oh yeah. I found some memory. I’ll display it for
you.”

In an instant he turned a few billion particles
around the ship’s interior into miniature projectors, creating a
large three-dimensional image at the front of the cabin. The image
showed a solar system, with a sun at the center and some planets
nearby.

“Cool,” Martin said, looking at the display. “That’s
our solar system. Can you give me some way to navigate through this
stuff?”

“Sure.”

Alan plunged back into the ship. He created a
convenient joystick and buttons, which grew silently out of the
silver floor in front of Martin.

“Excellent,” Martin said, experimenting with the
controls. He quickly proceeded to flip through the data records
with astonishing speed. The speed was made possible because his
extrasenses had already made him familiar with much of the nearby
portion of the galaxy. Within a few minutes, he had it.

“Found it, skipper,” he announced. “I know where the
planet is now.”

“Good,” Roxanne answered. “Well, I think we’re about
ready for a test flight, don’t you?”

“About time,” Alan grumbled to his brother.

“No kidding, man.”

“Alan,” Roxanne said, ignoring the boys’ muttering,
“how long do you think it’ll take to get the ship ready?”

“The ship’s ready, cap’n,” he replied. “I just have
to plug ‘er in.” The boys had already accepted her as their leader.
Somehow, it just seemed natural.

“I guess I’m about ready too, skipper. But there’s a
small problem.”

“What’s the matter?” Lucy asked.

“We haven’t named the ship yet.”

A sigh ran through the crew as everyone thought, ‘oh
yeah!’

“Good call, man,” Alan said, impressed.

“Thanks. So? Any ideas?” They all thought for a
moment, then Alan spoke up with a suggestion.

“How about the S.S. Fuzzball?”

The boys laughed heartily, while Roxanne yawned and
Lucy fumed. She angrily replied:

“How about the S.S. Smartmouth?”

“I like that one even better,” Martin managed to say
as he laughed.

“Yeah,” Alan agreed. “It fits perfectly.”

“Cut it out, you guys. Leave Lucy alone.”

“Sorry,” Martin said. “We can’t seem to help
ourselves.”

“Well, try, okay?”

They nodded, smiling, but didn’t bother
promising.

“C’mon, you guys,” she continued,
“let’s think of a name. A real
one, this time.” They all lapsed back into silent
thought, until Martin, with a hopeful tone in his voice,
suggested:

“How about the Enterprise?”

“Oh yeah, right!” Alan laughed. “And are you gonna
change your name to Mister Data?”

“Shut up, man. It was just an idea.”

“Yeah. A dumb idea.”

“Oh yeah? Well –“ He was interrupted by Roxanne.

“Alan, what powers this ship?”

“Uh … it’s hard to explain. It
plugs into … well, something really
powerful. It’s way more powerful than the
sun.”

“Okay. Then how about the
Heart of Power?”

“Yeah,” Martin said excitedly.
“That’s good. I like the ‘heart’ part, but it needs something
else.” He thought for a moment. “How about Heart of Glory?”

“Ridiculous,” Lucy said with a laugh.

“Oh, be quiet,” Martin snapped. “Go scratch your
fleas.”

“Well!”

Alan smiled at his brother’s
comeback, then was struck by an idea. “I know! How about
Heart of Thunder? After
all, we found it in a thunderstorm.”

“Yeah …” Roxanne said, nodding.

“Good one, man. That’s more like it.”

“Thanks. Or no! How about
Thunder Heart?”

“Beautiful!” Roxanne exclaimed.

“Perfect, man!”

“Excellent,” Lucy agreed.

“Thanks,” Alan said proudly.

“From now on,” Roxanne informed the ship, “you are
the Thunder Heart!”

The boys cheered.

“Prepare for lift-off.”

The boys cheered even louder.

Alan dived into the ship and established the link
between the mind-focused power and the Thunder Heart. Energy filled
the ship: it found its ancient functions and tasks, like water
flowing through and old riverbed. He turned the atoms in the front
of the cabin into tiny projectors, thereby creating a large
viewscreen, displaying an image of the hangar. In a fraction of a
second he leapt into Martin’s mind and, noticing the behavior of
his brother’s synapses and neurons, connected the ship’s guidance
systems directly to his brain.

“All right,” Alan said. “Martin, you’ve got the
helm.”

“Okay. Hang on.” He thought, examined, experimented,
like a baby fiddling with the knobs of a radio. Studying the
actions and reactions, he was impressed by how easy Alan’s guidance
system was.

“Oh man,” he said, amazed. “This
is so cool!”

“Do you think you can handle it?” Alan asked.

“You bet I can!”

“Alan,” Roxanne said, “can you give me dials or
something? A way to see what’s going on with the ship?”

“Sure.” He played with the atoms again, establishing
a computer of sorts to gather information on the systems and
guidance of the Thunder Heart and plugged it into Roxanne’s brain.
She felt a suddenly increased awareness as the connection was made,
as though someone had just attached three extra arms and an extra
head to her body.

For a moment, she was overcome by a feeling of
profound doubt. None of them had found anything particularly odd
about manipulating atoms, soaring through the galaxy, or a
telepathic cat. How could they all just accept these amazing
things? Why were they so willing to plunge into this situation
headfirst?

Yet even as she pondered, the feeling faded away.
The old, crazy excitement took over again, and she smiled.

“Okay,” she said firmly. “Martin, take us out.”

“Right, skipper.”

“And be careful,” Lucy said.

“Yeah, yeah,” he replied absently.

Martin, staring at the viewscreen, gently applied
power to the bottom of the ship. It shuddered a moment, then slowly
lifted off the ground. He took them a few feet into the air, then
stopped, hovering.

“What’s the matter?” Roxanne asked.

“It’s tight in here. I’m afraid I might smash us
into a wall.”

“Alan,” Roxanne said, after a moment’s thought. “Can
you give him a diagram of the ship and the hangar for him to
use?”

“Yup.” A bit of shiny ship’s hull lowered itself
from the ceiling, and stopped when it was in front of Martin’s
face. A line diagram popped up on Martin’s little screen, showing a
handy view of the ship inside the hangar.

“Cool! Thanks, man.”

“No sweat.”

Martin, concentrating on his screen, slowly
maneuvered the ship through the open hangar door. Sunlight flooded
in the viewscreen, glinting madly off the interior.

The Thunder Heart lifted gracefully above the hill
and hovered just above the treetops.

“Can you give us a better view?” Roxanne asked
Alan.

In a nanosecond, Alan turned the entire inside
surface of the hull into one big viewscreen. To the others, it
seemed as though the ship’s interior disappeared, leaving the four
of them hovering in midair, alone and unaided, thirty feet above
the ground.

“Beautiful,” Lucy said. The others just stared in
wonder. Every human being has dreamed of flying like the birds, and
this seemed to be it.

The Thunder Heart was airborne.


Chapter Three

 


“So where to?” Martin asked.

“Good question,” Roxanne replied. After a
pause, she told him, “Go ahead, enjoy yourself. Don’t go too far,
though. Remember, this is just a test flight.”

“Righto, skipper.”

Martin placed the ship in a graceful arc and
skimmed low over the forest. Alan, watching in fascination,
realized he was steering them along the path that wound from the
hill toward Blanca Street.

They swooped and turned in beautiful curves.
Birds, frightened by the gleaming monster, fluttered madly away.
The ship made no noise; there was only a soft humming that made no
sound but was felt in the crew’s bones.

Roxanne stared out in wonder as the treetops
sped by. She stared up at the sky, twisted round and looked aft as
the forest fled behind. She looked ahead and saw they were
approaching the town. “Alan,” she asked, “can you make us
invisible?”

“I think so. Gimme a second.” He plunged
into the ship again. Now, with energy dancing among the atoms in a
symphony of fire, he was again struck by the elegance of the ship’s
design. But there was work to do. The same arrangement he had
devised for turning the walls and deck into a viewscreen he applied
to the outer hull, too. Beside the particle-sized viewers he now
placed particle-sized projectors. Now, every wave of radiation was
projected in the same direction from which it hit the ship,
allowing light to flow around it and thereby making it
invisible.

It was the ultimate in “stealth” technology,
centuries ahead of the best human design. Alan had thought it up in
a microsecond.

“Done,” he said. To the others, the ship
seemed the same.

Martin, hearing Alan, steered the ship
towards town.

He skimmed over Blanca Street, barely
fifteen feet above the pavement at around 100 miles per hour, an
insignificant fraction of what the shape was capable of reaching.
In fact, Martin had to concentrate hard to hold it back.

“Martin,” Roxanne said calmly, “this is too low. Bring us up a
bit.”

He obediently raised the ship to 150 feet.
To human pilots, it was still suicidally low. To Martin, it seemed
just fine.

He turned the ship gracefully, slowing down
some. Finally, he brought them to a hover around fifty feet off the
ground.

They were over a house. In the backyard,
there was a woman on her knees, wearing a straw sunhat and digging
in the garden.

“Who’s she?” Lucy asked.

“That’s our mum,” Alan said.

“Really? She looks small from up here.”

“She’s kinda small up close, too,” Martin
said. “Hey ma!” he yelled. “Hey, here I am!”

At that instant, the telephone rang inside
the house, and she jerked her head up, listening.

Suddenly Alan was seized by panic. What he
saw was his mother appearing to hear Martin’s call. Without
thinking, he instantly overrode Martin’s controls and poured energy
into the engines. In effect, he stomped on the gas pedal from the
passenger seat.

The Thunder Heart zipped away at two
thousand miles an hour. Luckily, the ship was the most
aerodynamically perfect form in the galaxy; there was no sonic
boom. If there had been, Alan might have killed his mother. As it
was, she only felt a strong wind as she ran into the house to
answer the phone, blissfully ignorant of what was happening around
her.

The ship rapidly left the town behind as it
raced out over the ocean, rapidly losing altitude before crashing
into the sea. It had happened so fast that Martin hadn’t had time
to think, much less react. There was only time to be shocked,
though Lucy uttered a startled “mep!” before they hit the
water.

The Thunder Heart slammed into the sea about
a hundred miles offshore and headed for the bottom. The elements
that made up the ship were so densely molded that it had the mass
of a small city; they sank so fast the outer hull began to heat up
from the friction.

“Alan!” Roxanne shouted. “What happened?”

“I’m sorry! It was an accident!”

“What’s happening!” Martin shouted to no one
in particular. All around them, the sea rushed by as they sank
madly toward the bottom. The skin of the ship was no longer
invisible. The heated sides made the water flash into steam.
Looking up, Lucy could see a thick stream of bubbles curving to the
distant surface.

“Alan, slow us down!” Roxanne yelled.

“I – I –“

“Never mind that!” Martin shouted. “Give me
the ship back!”

Somehow, despite the strain and panic, Alan
managed to transfer control back to his brother.

Quickly, Martin slowed their descent, and
just in time; the bottom appeared suddenly. He managed to bring the
ship to a gentle landing on the sea floor. The ship’s sides, still
hot, continued to turn the surrounding water into steam. Soon,
though, the heat dissipated enough to stop boiling the water.

They sat on the bottom and waited in silence
while they caught their breath. Their hearts were racing and Alan
was shaking uncontrollably.

“Jeez,” Martin said at last. “What happened,
man? Why did you take over the helm?”

“I’m sorry.”

“Well, what was it? You could have done some
serious damage. A little lower and we would have smashed our house
into a million pieces!”

“I’m sorry! I just …” he trailed off into
silence.

“He panicked, Martin,” Roxanne said. “It’s
okay.” Martin turned around and looked back at her.

“What are you talking about? Panicked?
Why?”

“Tell him, Alan.”

“It was mom … I thought she heard you when
you called to her.”

“You thought … what are you, nuts? How could
she hear us through the ship?”

“I –“

“No, Alan,” Roxanne said gently. “Tell him
the real reason.”

“What?” Alan asked, puzzled.

“You know,” she said. “You were afraid, but
it wasn’t of your mom.”

Alan thought for a moment. Then he
remembered.

“You’re right,” he said. “I was afraid of
the ship. It started before we left. I was worried I’d mess up. I
guess I was pretty nervous.”

“You thought for a moment that you were in
over your head,” she said soothingly. “You were afraid it would end
in disaster, just like reading that poem in class that time.
Right?”

Alan nodded slowly, looking at the flor/sea
bottom.

“You don’t need to feel ashamed, Alan. When
we lifted off, I had the same feeling. That we must be nuts doing
this. It’s okay for to feel that way.” She uttered a little laugh.
“This is a pretty unusual situation. It’s okay.”

“Okay?” Martin growled. “He might’ve killed
us!”

“Oh, lay off him! It could’ve happened to
you.”

“Okay, okay,” Martin said with a sigh. “I’m sorry.”
He looked at his brother. “I’m sorry,” he said.

“That’s better,” Roxanne said.

They all sat in glum silence for awhile and
looked around. The ship’s sides had cooled completely, so they
could see clearly now.

The ocean’s bottom stretched away in all
directions like a desert of mud. Looking up, the surface was
invisible; the sea-sky faded into inky blackness. Off to one side,
there was a faint flicker of light. Martin, curious, stood up and
walked to the edge of the cockpit, carefully feeling for the
invisible walls. Squinting, he watched as the dim light
approached.

It was a fish. It had a huge jaw, bulging
eyes, and a strange antenna growing out of its head. At the end of
the antenna was a tiny biochemical light that flickered, like an
undersea firefly.

“Look at this guy,” Martin said in wonder.
“It looks so freaky.”

The fish swam sluggishly toward the
invisible ship, by coincidence directly towards Martin. Then it
bonked into the hull right in front of Martin’s face. The fish
started in surprise, then promptly bonked into the ship again.
Finally, perplexed, it swam up and over it. Martin, smiling,
watched it till the flicker was lost in the cold black night.

“So long, buddy,” Martin said.

Roxanne followed the fish with her eyes
until it faded away. The sea-bottom stretched into the distance. If
they followed it, they might circle the entire planet without
touching dry land, or ever seeing the light of day. She found
herself missing the sun.

“Alan, Martin?” they turned and looked at
her. “Let’s go back.”

“Sure thing, cap’n.”

“You got it,” Martin said and returned to
his seat. Alan sent energy back into the ship. Martin gently
brought the Thunder Heart off the bottom. He held them in a hover
for a moment, then asked Roxanne: “Any hurry getting back?”

“Why?”

“I thought we might take the long way
home.”

“Okay, but not too long.”

“Righto, skipper.”

He curved the ship in a wide, banking curve
and sped off, racing through the depths. Roxanne looked aft and saw
that their passage was creating a wake of powerful turbulence.

“Alan, can you make the ship more
streamlined? We’re stirring things up a bit too much.”

“Sure.” He stretched the nose and tail,
played with the shape of the ship until he found one that allowed
them to move through the water as hidden from noise as they were to
sight. Roxanne, looking behind her, noticed the turbulence was much
reduced.

“Thanks,” she said. “Don’t want to hurt
anything, now do we?”

“Nope. Well, maybe Mister Dribble.”

“Who?” Lucy asked.

“Mister Dribble,” Martin replied. “He’s the
principal of our school.”

“His real name is Mister Drabble,” Roxanne
added. “He’s a real bully.”

“I see.”

As they ascended, the light grew – and there
was more life. Their speed afforded only the briefest of glimpses.
Fish of countless species flashed by like frames of a film.

“Yo, Alan,” Martin said. He kept staring
forward; there were a great many swimming obstacles at this depth,
and it took a careful helm to avoid massacring schools of fish.

“Yeah.”

“We’ll be busting outta here in a minute. If
you could change the shape for air flying I’d appreciate it.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

In his concern for the swimming things
Martin was focusing his extrasenses on the path right in front of
the ship, and not further ahead. As a result, when they broke
surface in an explosion of foam, they nearly smashed into a fishing
boat. Its crew, startled by the noise, thought it must be a whale
breaking the surface. They saw nothing, though, and when they felt
the wind of something huge skim over their ship, many threw
themselves to the deck in terror. But the captain, thinking the
commotion had been cause by some high-tech superpower
stealth-craft, shook his fist and swore at the sky.

“Sorry!” Martin called out to them, though
of course they couldn’t hear him.

“We might have killed them!” Roxanne
scolded.

“Sorry, skipper. I didn’t know they were
there until it was too late.”

“All right. But be more careful.”

“Yeah, man,” Alan said, shaking his head
with a smile. “Be more careful.” He seemed the same as ever.

“Shut up, chowderhead.”

“’Chowderhead’?”

“Yeah. It’s an ocean joke. Get it? Chowder?
Clams? Underwater?”

“I get it. Hilarious.”

Martin skimmed low over the ocean. There was
a brisk wind, and the waves were breaking into whitecaps all around
them. The sun winked off the foam, and the wind occasionally
splashed the ship with seaspray.

They raced towards the land. Reaching the
shore, Martin took them high into the air. They soared over the
forest and slowed down. The sensation of unaided flying never left
them, and the four of them sat, entranced, staring at the sky, the
horizon, the forest below.

Martin finally spotted the hill. He swooped
low and, flying just above the treetops, brought them to a hover
above the hangar. He activated his little video-game console and
guided the ship carefully to a soft landing. Alan reduced power,
and the Thunder Heart’s hull faded into glittering silver. Alan
opened the hatch, and the forest’s old tree-smells wafted into the
cabin once again.

“Wow,” Martin said. “That was
incredible.”

“Yeah,” Roxanne agreed. “Not a bad test
flight. Good work, guys. Don’t you think, Lucy?”

“I certainly do.”

Alan only nodded, speechless, while his mind
raced. The possibilities of the ship never ended.

Soon they were once again sitting atop the
hill, talking things over. They talked, as Lucy, bored with their
company, strolled in the forest. To Martin, the most important
thing was their Plan.

“What plan?” Roxanne asked.

“You mean you don’t have a plan?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Some captain you are. What about our
folks?”

“Huh?”

“Our mother, your parents. Should we tall
them about our little ship and talking cat, or did you figure on
just disappearing?”

“Oh …” She finally realized. They could
hardly journey to the other end of the galaxy for who knew how long
without working something out with their parents. She of course
couldn’t tell them what was going on, but simply vanishing would be
unfair and cruel. “So what do we do?”

“You’re supposed to be the brains of this
operation, man. Think of something.”

“We could tell mum that we’re spending the
night at Roxanne’s house, and she could tell her folks that she’s
coming to ours,” Alan suggested.

“No good,” Martin said. “That would only
work for maybe one night, two tops.”

“C’mon, guys,” Roxanne said. “Think. How do
we get outta here without our parents finding out?”

They thought. After awhile, they talked and
schemed. Lucy returned from her forest-stroll and found them
speaking excitedly. She listened and even made a suggestion or
two.

Later, Roxanne rode her bicycle home. She
lived several blocks from Martin and Alan’s house, closer to the
ocean.

As she rode up, her parents were sitting on
the back porch with coffee and muffins, reading the papers. When
they saw their daughter pedal her bike up the driveway, with Lucy
in the basket, they smiled and called out, “Hello!”

“’Morning,” Roxanne replied.

“Mep!” Lucy added.

The cat leapt from the basket and went to
the breakfast table. She stared at the food, not sure if there was
any she would want to eat, but hopeful just the same. Roxanne
dismounted and parked her bike.

“What are you up to today?” he father
asked.

“I dunno,” Roxanne said with a shrug. “Maybe
I’ll go to the beach.”

“With some of your friends?” her mother
asked. They worried that Roxanne had few friends, or even no
friends at all, and until she met Alan and Martin, they had been
right.

“Yeah,” Roxanne replied, telling her parents
what they obviously wanted to hear. “Some kids from school are
going, and they invited me.”

“Great!” her father said around a mouthful
of muffin. Her mother smiled and sipped her coffee. They were both
gratified. Their daughter seemed to be doing just fine.

Roxanne, calling Lucy away from her futile
mooching, went into the house. The cat pranced happily after her
and mepped once or twice.

A few blocks away, Martin and Alan arrived
home in their usual flamboyant fashion. They turned gracefully (and
speedily) into the carport and slammed on their brakes at the same
instant, skidding to a loud halt. They leapt off their bikes,
leaving them to crash to the floor.

Laughing and joking, they ran into the
backyard and seemed genuinely surprised to see their mother weeding
in the garden. They both squeezed out an obligatory ‘hi mom’ each,
and ran into the house.

Their mother smiled for a moment after they
ran into the house. The boys, she had recently noticed, ran
absolutely everywhere. Never, ever did they seem to walk. It must
be nice, she thought, to be excited by life to the point of
constant sprinting.

She heard them clatter in the kitchen,
getting a snack. She heard them stomp upstairs to their room,
laughing all the way. No problems there, she thought, and bent back
to her gardening. She smiled, despite the hard work and the strong
gusts of wind that seemed to come and go.

Hanging silently in the sky above each of
these scenes, invisible to all the parents concerned, an
interstellar space ship recently named the Thunder Heart watched
all that transpired. Or, rather, its occupants did.

“They bought it!” Alan said happily.

“Wow, did they ever,” Martin said in
admiration.

“Do I really look like that?” Roxanne
asked.

“Yes, you do,” Lucy said. “But I would
never have begged for food. How insulting!”

“Don’t be upset, Lucy,” Roxanne soothed.
“The important thing is, they believed it, right?”

“You’re right, of course. But please don’t
be offended when I say that only you barely-evolved apes could have
fallen for such a trick.”

“Thanks a lot. I just hope those robots
really act like us.”

“Don’t worry,” Alan said, “they will! And
anyway, they’re not robots, they’re living metal, just like the
ship.” He patted an armrest. “I gave them our personalities, so
they’ll do everything we do. They’re as close to us as you can
get.”

It had taken several hours to construct
their doubles. Making them look real had been the easy part; Alan
had done that in an instant. The hard part was giving them
personalities and intelligence. He had to probe the minds of the
others – and himself – and reconstruct the complex structures he
found there. It was a slow and painstaking process, made worse by
the fact that the Thunder Heart lay nearby, beckoning.

The doubles were identical in every respect
to their flesh-and-blood creators. They looked, the same, acted the
same, and their skin even felt the same. But they had something
that Martin, Alan, Roxanne and Lucy did not: the Thunder Heart’s
technology. But the crew, anxious as they were just to get on with
their journey, didn’t consider this important. Indeed, they did not
even think about it.

“Okay,” Roxanne said at length. “Let’s
go.”

“Yeah!” “All right!” the boys said.

“Onward and upward! Mep!”

Martin took the Thunder Heart over the ocean
at an easy nine hundred miles an hour. Once they were far from
shore, he brought the nose up and they dashed into the sky like a
bolt of lightning shooting at the stars.

Everything went black. It took a few moments
for their eyes to adjust to the sudden darkness, but eventually
they saw that the sky had been replaced by a curtain of black.
Martin flipped the ship end-over-end until it was pointed
backwards, so that spread out before them was an infinite blanket
of blue and green and brown and white.

They had seen the earth from space on TV, in
movies and in books, but seeing it for themselves simply
overwhelmed them. It was too much for them to absorb. They simply
sat without thinking and stared at it. Their home, their cradle,
their world.

The sun was reflected in the heart of the
Pacific, making the ocean look appear on fire. Alan magnified the
image, and they saw the coastline and mountains of home, then their
hometown. Then he pulled the image back again so they could once
again see the whole picture.

Martin slowly turned the ship again. The
earth moved before them like a tapestry being unrolled.

In its place, the stars came out. But Martin
was disappointed; there weren’t nearly as many as he had expected.
They were there, he knew, but the glare of the earth kept them
hidden.

“Uh, skipper?” he said, turning around.

“Yes?” She didn’t look at him, instead
staring at the view.

“What do you say we get going?”

“Yeah, okay.”

“Next, stop, Bastet!”

He twisted the ship around and an instant
later they were racing through space, sweeping forward as if
sliding across a smooth ballroom floor. Everyone turned around and
watched as the earth shrunk rapidly as they rocketed away. Soon it
was gone.

Alan noticed the Sun was far brighter in
space than it had ever been on earth, even on the hottest summer
days. He had to block nearly half his viewscreen to keep out the
dazzling light. But once he had done this, a staggering ocean of
stars appeared. There were more stars than any of them had ever
seen in their lives. They all sat in silence awhile, gazing at the
stars, utterly speechless.

Up ahead, another reddish star turned into a
disc as they approached.

The disc became Jupiter. The giant planet
hung there in the emptiness like a Christmas decoration.

“What are we doing here?” Roxanne asked.

“It was on our way,” Martin said. “I was
hoping we could check it out a little. Just for a few minutes.”

“Sure, why not?” Roxanne replied, agreeing.
“We don’t often get to Jupiter, right?”

“Right,” Martin agreed happily, and brought
them closer.

The Thunder Hart swept through the planet’s
system of moons like a summer breeze. Jupiter had more moons than
there were planets in the solar system. Roxanne spotted a couple of
smaller moons as they sailed past, not realizing she was the first
human to discover them.

They swooped in low over Jupiter’s stormy
sky. Had it been just a little bigger, it would have become a star.
But its gravity was not strong enough to trigger the nuclear
furnace that fueled the old Sun, so now it churned in a chaotic
stew.

Martin took them into the atmosphere. He didn’t want
to take them too low. Jupiter’s gravity might be too strong for
them escape, and while he had nothing but respect for the designers
of the Thunder Heart, he knew there had to be a limit to how much
stress the ship could take before being destroyed. Yet he was sure
he would be able to spot that limit before crossing it.

Out of a curiosity shared by generations of
astronomers from Galileo on up, he guided them to the Great Red
Spot. This pimple on Jupiter’s face had been whirling for
centuries, and no one on earth quite knew what it was. The spot,
several times larger than all of earth, looked like a hurricane,
but if it was a storm, how could it exist for so long?

Martin decided to find out.

The Thunder Heart dove into the atmosphere.
They dodged through a crazy soup of hydrogen geysers and ammonia
blizzards the size of entire planets, plunging through layers of
fire and ice.

In front of them a sea of red appeared. It
moved in a slow liquid manner, like a huge bowl of cake batter.
Lightning-flashes crackled deep in its interior.

“We’re not going in there, are we?” Lucy
asked nervously.

“Sure, why not?” Martin asked.

“Don’t you think it’s dangerous?”

“Nah.”

“I think we should turn back,” Roxanne said.
The red storm looked evil and brooding. She had a strange,
frightened feeling, as though it wanted them to keep away.

“Oh, come on,” Martin said. “It’s a giant
mystery. This storm has been around for hundreds of years, and no
one knows why. Just in and out, I promise.”

“Alan, do you think the ship can handle it?”
He thought for a moment.

“Yeah,” he said at last. “I’m pretty sure it
can take it.”

“All right. Martin, go ahead and take us
in.”

“Okay.”

“And Martin?”

“Yeah?”

“Be careful.”

“Yeah, sure.”

Roxanne sighed. Martin seemed fearless and
completely indifferent to risk, yet she knew at the core of his
being he was indeed afraid, and only wore his brave face to
disguise it.

The Thunder Heart sped into the storm.
Inside the ship, the light became dim and blood-red, with
occasional blue-white flashes of lightning. Martin swooped the ship
this way and that, following the contours of the storm. Roxanne
felt a rising fear from Alan and Lucy. They felt as though they
should not be inside the storm, that they were not welcome.

Apparently blind to the rising fear, Martin
maneuvered inside the storm, working his way deeper. Finally, at
its very heart, he solved the mystery: the storm was so huge that
it had its own gravity, circling Jupiter like a huge moon – one
that existed inside the atmosphere, one gas giant orbiting a larger
gas giant.

Satisfied, Martin pointed the nose up and
accelerated, taking them out. They punctured the top of the storm
and raced away, punching through the whirling clouds of the upper
atmosphere.

But something was wrong. They should have
been out by now. Reaching further out with his extrasenses, Martin
suddenly realized he had gotten turned around in the red spot –
they were headed not up, but straight down, toward the centre of
the planet.

Martin flipped the ship over and tried to
take them out. But they didn’t move. Jupiter’s gravity had taken
hold of the ship, and refused to let them go. Turning to Alan,
Martin said:

“Gimme serious power.”

“Check.”

Alan poured it on, and an instant later they
were in space and halfway to Saturn.

Martin let out air with a sigh.

“You okay?” Roxanne asked him.

“I’m okay, skipper. I just got a little
confused back there. I’m okay now.”

“You were too confident. We shouldn’t have
gone inside the storm.”

“What do you mean? We’re okay, aren’t
we?”

“We’re okay. But you risked our lives too
easily. That’s the lesson here. Just be more careful. Don’t say
‘yeah, yeah’. Just do it.”

Martin didn’t reply. He knew she was
right.

They raced on, and once again, a bright star
ahead became a brighter star and then a disc. This time, the star
seemed oddly shaped, like an oval. As they approached, they once
again had the sensation of moving through a vast room. The unmoving
stars seemed like solid lights attached to a wall.

The oval star quickly defined itself into
Saturn. It was a vast planet, second only to Jupiter; its
tremendous rings had given it a strange shape from a distance.

Martin took them over the north pole of the
planet, bringing them in a huge, rapid orbit of the planet, so they
could see the rings from every possibly angle. But, while the rings
were huge and spectacular, he was still brooding over Roxanne’s
words, and found the flavor of the tour had vanished.

“Okay,” he said. “We’re outta here.”

On the last orbit of the giant planet, he
set course for Bastet, and at the top of the loop, the ship sprang
towards the stars. Far behind, the solar system continued in its
stately old way.

The Thunder Heart raced through the eternal
night between the stars. Martin guided them carefully, solving
problems of navigation no human being had ever had to think about.
He learned to send his senses far out head to make sure their
course was clear.

The planet Bastet is at the other end of the
Milky Way galaxy in relation to the earth. Bastet revolves around
its twin suns, which in turn revolve around the center of the
galaxy, which itself is still racing away from its own mysterious
creation. Into this mix was thrown the motion of the earth and its
solar system, the motion of all the stars and planet between earth
and Bastet, and the movement of the Thunder Heart itself. It was an
impossibly complicated symphony of motion.

Plotting a course through the center of the
galaxy to the eastern spiral arm would have sent a human
mathematician mad with the variables involved. But Martin didn’t
bother with mathematics. He steered the ship the way he rode his
bike through the far-away forest back home, keeping an eye out for
obstacles and making constant adjustments. Only now he was watching
nor for rocks and tree branches but for stars, planets, comets and
the like.

“This is where it gets boring,” he said,
turning to his crewmates. “There’s nothing between the stars,
except for the occasional bit of dust.”

“What are you talking about?” Alan said.
“There’s stuff all around us, and gravity is pulling
everything.”

“Can you display those somehow?” Roxanne
asked.

“Sure.” He tied his sensors with the
ship’s-hull viewscreen. The gravity fields appeared; Alan made each
source of gravity a different color to make the display easier to
read.

The starry universe surrounding them became
a mad swirl of color. Behind them, the sun, quickly receding into
the distance, was a tremendous, translucent blue sphere. At its
center, where gravity was strong, the blue was dark, while out
where they were it was much lighter. Up ahead, where the sun’s
gravitational pull ran out, the blue faded to nothing, but it was
met by huge spheres of various colors.

The galaxy was a marvelous bag of
interacting gravity-orbs. They moved and overlapped and spun. The
orbs seemed to be sticky; once they touched, they held on until
pulled away by other spheres. And so far away that even the Thunder
Heart might not be able to reach them, other galaxies rolled along
in tiny, distant gravity-spheres. The crew smiled. It was like a
giant game of marbles!

“This is exactly what atoms look like,” Alan
said. The others nodded appreciatively.

“Maybe the galaxy is just a
collection of atoms,” Lucy said. “Maybe it’s just a tiny part of
some other, much bigger universe.”

Ahead of them, even the largest stars were
dwarfed by a huge source of gravity at the center of the galaxy.
Its power served as the gravitational anchor that held the entire
galaxy together. Human astronomers had long wondered just what that
anchor was: the sun was large enough to hold the solar system
together, but what could be powerful enough to chain a billion suns
to its will? They would soon know; they were headed straight for
it.

Alan altered the display to show radiation.
They were instantly surrounded by whizzing particles, beams and
waves that streamed from distant sources, met, diverged. Pairs of
atoms appeared out of nowhere, collided and winked out of
existence. But these blips were lost in the swarm of radiation.

Some particles bounced off the Thunder
Heart’s hull, while others passed straight through. Roxanne held
out her hand and watched in wonder as a tiny stream of energy ran
through her as if she was a ghost.

They appeared to be plowing through a rough
sea, surrounded on all sides by waves of energy, tiny, huge, strong
and weak. One wave traveled with the ship, buzzing along beside
them. Martin stared at it, fascinated.

“I wonder what this one is?”

In a tenth of a second Alan made a little
device to interpret the shimmering wave. It made a sound. He
listened for a moment, then said with a crooked grin:

“You guys are gonna love this.”

The cabin suddenly came alive with noise;
Alan had created ten thousand atom-sized speakers, creating the
finest stereo system ever devised. They blasted forth noisy,
thumping, wailing rock ‘n’ roll.

“Cool, man!” Martin cried. Roxanne smiled,
unconsciously moving to the beat.

“But how can we be getting rock music?” she
asked. She had to shout above the noise.

“It’s coming from earth,” Alan replied.
“Don’t you like it? I can change the channel.”

“No, this is fine!” She noticed both the
boys were moving to the music. Even Lucy allowed herself some
rhythmic head-bobbing.

They slid smoothly through the mad energetic
sea, blasting the music and clowning around. Roxanne even stood up
and danced with Alan, leaving Martin to steer the ship.

Then the song faded into static.

“Whoops,” Alan said, pointing to starboard.
“Interference. I can try another station. You wanna watch TV?”

“Yeah!” Martin said.

“Oh, come on,” Roxanne said, laughing. “How
can you care about TV now?”

“Hey! Don’t insult TV like that!”

“Oh, please,” she replied, rolling her
eyes.

“Anyway,” Lucy said, “we should probably be
moving on.”

“Good point. How about it, guys?”

“You got it, skipper. Alan?”

“I gotcha covered. Warp Nine, coming
up!”

Alan dove into the ship once more. Power was
pouring through the minds of the crew at a rapid rate, at their
present speed just under the speed of light. But it was still just
a tiny fraction of the ship’s potential. He allowed their minds to
interact more freely with the ship, thus boosting the ship to a
speed that would have given Albert Einstein nightmares for a
week.

“Whoah!” Martin shouted happily. “Now
this is what I call speed! Beat this, Enterprise!”

“Ha! That piece o’ junk can’t beat the
Thunder Heart, man!”

“Just what might you fellows be talking
about?” Lucy asked.

“Boy stuff,” Roxanne informed her. “Ignore
it.”

“Millenium Falcon?” Martin called out.

“Junk!” Alan replied.

“Voyager!”

“Junk!”

“Defiant!”

“Ha! Junk!”

They went on like this, running through the
name of every starship they had seen on TV and on the silver
screen, and judging it worthless compared with their own. But
eventually they ran out of names and subsided once again into
silence. Martin concentrated on navigating the ship, while Alan
idly explored its workings.

He studied the flow of energy through their
brains to the ship, trying to understand just how it worked.

The energy came from all around them; it
served as the very foundation of all creation. But what was it
about their brains that allowed it to be channeled and used?

Exploring the workings of Roxanne’s head, he
realized that the energy wasn’t flowing through their brains – it
was coming from their minds. There was a difference. Their
brains were the flesh that existed between their ears, while their
minds were the personalities, thoughts and memories that lived
inside their brains.

At first, he had thought that the energy
created inside the brain was the source of human thought; but he
now discovered that it was the other way round, that our minds
created the energy. And where did our minds come from?

They were extensions of the universal
energy. That energy extended into every living thing, reaching like
countless fingers into everything. Their minds were simply the
“tips” of those fingers. And so the power that created suns, moved
planets, and allowed thoughts, could be be channeled into the
ship.

He explored Roxanne’s mind, observing the
miraculous energies at work. Like a child playing with wooden
blocks, he tried to interpret the energy. To his surprise, he found
it contained sound.

“Hey,” he said out loud, “check this
out.”

Classical music flowed from his stereo
system. It was flowing and passionate, like running horses.

“Hey,” Roxanne said, “I know that one!”

“Are we picking up another radio signal?”
Lucy asked.

“No, we’re going too fast. This one’s from
our beloved captain.”

“Me?”

“Yeah. I picked it out of the energy you’re
sending to the ship. I guess it must have come from your
memory.”

She thought back, remembering when she had
heard it. The composer was Rachmaninov, her father’s favorite; he
had taken her to see the music performed in concert. Afterwards
they ate big ice cream sundaes at a fancy restaurant. It was one of
her fondest memories.

The music played with perfect clarity as
they slipped past the stars. Alan, at Martin’s request, made a
telescope. He created a large gravitational field around the ship
so strong it bent light itself, focusing it like a lens. Martin had
heard that gravity could do this, and wanted to see if it was
true.

And true it was. Alan, in making a
gravitational dent, had created a telescope millions of times more
powerful than the best human design. Martin swung it around,
amazed. He could see everything, even to the beginning of time, and
the creation of the universe. He realized the wonder of its
existence: it exploded into creation billions of years ago, and
eventually it will collapse in on itself. But that collapse will
trigger a new explosion, another creation, a whole new universe.
Over and over it went, like a flower opening and closing as the
days pass by.

The words “End” and “Beginning”, he decided,
mean the same thing. Birth and death, creation and destruction, old
and new, each one followed the other, endlessly, from the very
beginning, forever and ever.

And so the Thunder Heart sped on, filled
with music, its crew filled with wonder at the magic they
witnessed.

Their wonder would soon become fear.


Chapter Four

 


On the front wall of the cabin, Alan was
showing gravitational fields. They all watched as the center of the
galaxy drew ever closer, its staggering gravity looming over them.
Soon Martin had to slow the ship down as the gravity began pulling
them. Turning to Alan, he said:

“Hey. Be ready to give me all the power the
ship can handle, just in case.”

“What’s up, Martin?” Roxanne inquired.

“Well, we already know the gravity is really
strong. I just want to make sure we can get away.”

“If it’s dangerous, maybe we should avoid
it, don’t you think?”

“It would take a lot longer, skipper.”

“Uh-huh. Not to mention you really want to
see what’s there.”

“Well … yeah.” Martin grinned. He’d
forgotten about her Talent; he made a mental note to not try lying
to her.

“Okay, we’ll go,” Roxanne said after a
moment’s thought. “But Alan, be ready to give the ship every ounce
of power.”

“You got it, cap’n.”

“Yeah, man, every ounce.”

“Just steer the ship, bigmouth.”

“Those boys,” Lucy said, “are
unbelievable.”

“They are?”

“Of course! Think about it. Here they are,
flying through space in their very own ship, with newfound talents,
none of which any human being has ever had the good fortune to
have! And they sit here –“ she looked at them with distaste, “they
sit here and make fun of each other? It’s mad!”

“Yeah, man, it’s mad!” Alan exclaimed.

“No kidding,” Martin agreed. “It’s all
his fault.”

“My fault? I’d be such a nice guy if it
weren’t for you.”

“Yeah, right! If it weren’t for me you’d
probably be in jail by now!”

“Oh yeah? Well, lemme tell you something,
man …”

“Oh, enough already,” Roxanne said, cutting
them off. Ordinarily, such an order would have simply triggered
more joshing, if it weren’t for the fact that they respected her
authority. Neither parents nor teachers had ever earned that
distinction.

As they approached the center of the galaxy,
they noticed the stars looked different. They were far older than
earth’s sun, and there were far more of them, crowded together, it
seemed, like marbles in a sack. As they progressed, Martin began to
sweat from the strain of keeping them on course.

Feeling his stress, Roxanne ordered, “Slow
down.”

Martin was slightly annoyed by the command,
but he slowed their approach anyhow, while Alan turned his
gravity-view off to help. Presently Martin found it easier to
steer.

Suddenly they broke through, leaving them in
a vast black sphere of space, surrounded on all sides by bright,
dense stars. It was like entering a giant, brightly-lit
globe-shaped room. The “room”, though at the center of the galaxy,
contained no planets, no stars. Nothing at all.

“That’s it?” Martin said,
disappointed. It was empty and black, and while he hadn’t known
quite what to expect at the center of the Milky Way, he had
certainly hoped for something more interesting than this.

“But there’s nothing here!” Lucy
exclaimed.

Alan switched back to the gravity-view. The
pull of the center of the galaxy was so strong that its source was
more powerful than hundreds of stars combined. Yet still there was nothing.

Then he switched to the radiation display.
Once again the ship was streaming particles and waves. Now,
however, rather than swarming in random directions, they were all
pouring into the center of the darkness, like ball bearings being
pulled to a magnet.

“Oh no,” Martin breathed.

“Let’s get outta here!” Alan shouted.

Eyes huge with fright, overwhelmed by their
terrible fear yet not knowing what was wrong, she shouted, “Martin,
take us out!” But he had already flipped the ship over and was
gunning the engines, using so much power that the ship began to
shake violently.

“What’s wrong?” Lucy yelled.

“It’s a black hole!” Alan shouted back.

Martin did his best, but he only succeeded
in stopping, rather than heading away. The Thunder Heart began to
shake harder. Black holes are the most powerful forces in the
universe, and this one pulled on the ship mercilessly.

“Alan! Gimme everything you got, man!”

“I can’t, the ship won’t take it!”

“Calm down!” Roxanne said sternly. “Alan, give him everything you
can. Keep an eye on the ship, and reduce power if it’s too much.
Got it?”

Alan nodded and poured power into the
Thunder Heart, keeping a careful watch on the ship’s structure.

The shuddering grew worse, and they finally
began moving – but backwards, toward the black hole. Alan increased
power as much as he dared. The ship’s atoms began to quiver and
strain; the Thunder Heart was about to break up. With a shouted
curse, he cut power.

They sat in silence as the ship hurried
forward. Visually, they seemed to be closing in on nothing, but it
was an illusion, since light, like the Thunder Heart, was being
pulled into the black hole.

“What happens if we’re pulled through the
black hole?” Roxanne asked. “We end up somewhere else?”

“No,” Martin said sadly. “A black hole is a
giant star that’s collapsed into a tiny space. Its gravity becomes
so strong that nothing can escape. Bit doesn’t send you anywhere.
It just crushes you.”

“Well, can’t we do anything?”

“Nothing can escape from a black hole,” Alan
said softly, like he was talking in his sleep.

“Well, think of something!” Lucy cried.

“There’s nothing we can do,” Martin replied,
lowering his head.

The boys had given up. Roxanne could feel
that. They had surrendered. The power hanging invisibly ahead had
humbled them, crushed their spirits. How could they have been so
foolish, so arrogant as to plunge blindly into the galaxy? Had they
really thought themselves indestructible?

The ship accelerated, plunging towards
certain destruction like a car speeding towards a cliff.

“No!” Roxanne shouted. The boys didn’t even
look at her.

“You’ve given up!” They continued to stare
vacantly out into space.

“Don’t you give up on me!” she shouted at
them. “You were so brave back home, but now you have no hope!”

They stirred.

“I don’t care if there’s no hope. Do you
hear me? I don’t care! Now snap out of it!”

They looked at each other.

“Martin! Alan!” They turned around and
looked at her.

“Skipper?”

“You have thirty seconds to come up with a
plan.”

“Okay.” They nodded, then lapsed back into
silence, this time thinking feverishly. There must be some way of getting out of here!

“Well?” Roxanne demanded.

“There’s one thing, skipper,” Martin said.
“It’s a trick they use to send space probes through the solar
system. If we let ourselves go in close, just missing it, and at
the closest point we blast with everything we have, and if we’re
the luckiest people ever born, we might slingshot outta here.”

“And it might be possible,” Alan said, “to
make the ship stronger. I can use extra power to hold it together,
though it might be too late.”

“Okay,” Roxanne said. “Set it up and get
ready.”

As they got to work, Lucy quietly asked her:
“do you think we can make it?”

“I dunno. They don’t think we have much of a
chance.”

“It doesn’t matter, you know. I think the
important thing is to do your best, even to the very end. Even if
it’s hopeless.”

“Alan,” Martin asked, “I need a
gravitational display. I need to be able to really fine-tune
it.”

“Sure.” The screen lit up, showing the
invisible monster straight ahead. Presently Martin began to adjust
it, making it sharp, clear, large-scale, small-scale. In time he
found what he was looking for: the monster’s edge.

Though it had the mass of a galaxy, the
black hole was tiny, perhaps just a few miles across. The
gravitational field it produced was so intense that it disrupted
the physical laws of the universe. Within that event horizon, even
time became fouled up. Should they cross that line, they were as
good as dead.

While he was working, Alan dove into the
ship and began using the universal power to strengthen the bonds
between the ship’s atoms. It was difficult, delicate work, but
somehow he was able to go complete his work, going atom by atom, in
just a few seconds.

Finally, they were both ready. Working
together, they marked the black hole’s event horizon with a white
line on the display. Martin carefully turned the ship and applied
thrust, so they weren’t trying to fly directly away from the beast,
but to one side, for a near miss.

They drew closer and closer. Martin and Alan
were at their stations, and Roxanne stood ready to give the order
for escape power. She kept a careful watch on their speed and
direction, waiting for the last possible moment.

As the Thunder Heart fell closer to the
black hole, the gravity pulled harder and harder upon the ship’s
atoms. Soon they were nearly there. The ship’s hull gave a terrible
clenching groan, as if a giant hand was squeezing it. Everyone
inside began to feel stabbing pain in their heads as Alan focused
tremendous power through them.

At a distance of a billion miles from the
event horizon, Roxanne, screaming above the ship’s groans, gave the
order: “Now!”

In the half-second that elapsed between
Roxanne’s order and Martin’s reaction, the ship had closed to
within 1/1000th of an inch of the event horizon.

Alan focused the power of a large sun into
the ship, and Martin poured every spare bit into the engine. He
drained so much energy that their cloaking device and even the
vision screen faded away. The four of them were sitting in a
glittering silver cabin once again.

The metallic screaming grew worse, and
Alan’s entire being was consumed by holding the ship together,
despite his worsening headache. They all shut their eyes against
the pain, but still somehow concentrated on their jobs. But the
strain and the agony were simply too much for them. They finally
lost consciousness.

But the Thunder Heart had broken away. A
split-second after Martin guided them explosively away, they were
free, driving away at incredible speed. But he had incorrectly
calculated the edge of the event horizon, if only by a few inches.
At that last moment, they just barely crossed over. Inside the
event horizon, time slowed down; the instant they broke away was
stretched into several minutes. They had to concentrate and focus
their power, for the slightest wavering would have sent the ship
tumbling into destruction. But hold on they did, and by the time
they lost consciousness the Thunder Heart was hurtling safely
away.
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“Roxanne?”

She didn’t hear; she was still out cold.

“Alan? Martin?” No reaction.

Lucy was awake and worried. Her
recollections of their escape were dim and confused. She didn’t
know it, but the time shift they had experienced at the black hole
had affected her memory. The children’s minds, unable to cope with
the bump in time, simply shut down and they passed out. But Lucy’s
mind was better trained, felines being more highly evolved. Thus
she remained awake, nervously sitting in the pitch-black cabin,
wondering when the children would wake up. If they would wake
up.

Hours passed. Alan’s viewscreens were off,
the sensors were dead. She was deaf and blind, not knowing where
they were.

Then Lucy noticed a point of light beneath
Alan, and going over realized it was his flashlight, shining from
inside his knapsack. He had forgotten to shut it off after their
first entry into the ship back on earth. Lucy pawed it out and it
lit up the cabin. Alert for the slightest sound, she curled up and
resumed waiting.

But time continued to slip past, and Lucy
became frightened. Finally, Roxanne stirred, turning her head and
moaning softly.

“Roxanne?”

Another moan.

“Are you all right, dear? Wake up.”

Roxanne’s eyes fluttered open and she tried
to sit up. But her head exploded in pain, so she lay back down.

“What happened?” she whispered.

“I don’t know. It was close, but I think we
made it.”

“Are Martin and Alan okay?”

“They’re still out cold.”

Roxanne put a hand to her head and shut her
eyes against the pain. Just then, she heard a groan and Martin’s
voice:

“Oh, my head …”

He sat up, ever so gently, and looked
around. He saw Roxanne lying on her back with both hands pressed to
her head, and Lucy standing over her. Lucy looked at him and asked:
“Still with us?”

“Yeah,” he moaned. “But I wish I wasn’t.” He
reached over and poked Alan. “Wake up, man,” he said.

Alan slowly opened his eyes and looked at
his brother.

“Don’t tell me you’re an angel,” Alan said.
Martin laughed weakly, wincing in pain.

“Ow, man! Don’t make me laugh, it
hurts.”

The three of them lay there, waiting for the
pain to go away, but it just went on and on.

“Why are we hurting?” Martin asked.

“It’s the power,” Alan replied. “The stuff
that runs the ship. It goes through our heads, kind of.”

“It what?”

“Goes through our heads,” Alan repeated
patiently.

“So why,” asked Roxanne, “are we in
pain?”

“To get away from the black hole I had to
use a lot of power. I guess it was too much for us to handle. But I
had to do it.”

“It really hurts.”

“Yeah, I know. But we got away, right?
Better too much than too little, like my brother says.”

“I’ve never said that in my life.”

“True. But you might have.”

“Hard to argue with that.”

“Come on,” Roxanne said with a sigh. She
slowly climbed into her chair, trying to move as smoothly as
possible. Every movement hurt her head, so she clambered awkwardly,
as if she were balancing a dozen eggs.

The boys followed suit, crawling into their
chairs like tired old men.

“Alan?”

“Yeah, cap’n?”

“Can you give us the viewscreens back?” She
spoke so softly he could hardly hear her. But he dove in and
examined the ship. He discovered that the Thunder Heart was dead;
there was no power running through it at all.

“I can give you the screens again,” he said,
“but I’ve got to bring up power. It might hurt.”

“We may as well. We can’t drift forever, can
we?”

He brought the power level to the bare
minimum to run the viewscreen. Even that caused slightly more
pain.

The stars appeared around them again.
Roxanne looked around, but did not recognize their surroundings.
The center of the galaxy was nowhere in sight.

“Where are we, Martin?”

“Gimme a second.”

He leapt away and explored. To his surprise,
they were far, far away from the black hole. He had sent them along
a course that would take them slightly above the galaxy, to avoid
hitting stars and planets. They were hurtling at hundreds of times
the speed of light, and though he knew that was completely
impossible, he nonetheless knew it was true.

“Whoah. We’ve gone pretty far. We’re almost
there. It’s a good thing we woke up now, otherwise we would have
missed it.

Roxanne was impressed. Somehow, despite the
chaos back at the black hole, Martin had set a perfect course for
Bastet.

“Great,” she said. “Are we ready to hit
orbit?”

Alan and Martin groaned as if she had
announced a surprise math test.

“What’s wrong?”

“Uh …” Alan slowly turned around to look at
her. “If we’re gonna go into orbit, we’ve gotta slow down.”

“Yeah, so?”

“So,” Martin said patiently, “we’re going
fast. Slowing down is going to take a lot of
power.”

“And,” Alan added, “it’s gonna hurt.
Bad.”

“Oh.”

“I’m not looking forward to it,” Alan
added.

“Wimp,” Martin commented.

“I know you are, but what am I?”

“You’re a wimp.”

“I know you are, but what am I?”

“You’re a wimp.”

“I know you are, but what am I?”

“You’re a ---“

“Enough!” Roxanne said, loud enough to hurt
all their heads. “Martin, I want you to figure out a course that’ll
use the least energy possible. Use your imagination. Alan, see if
you can reduce power or maybe make it hurt less.”

“Check.” “Roger.”

They both got to work, wracking their tired
brains for answers.

“Skipper?”

“Yeah, Martin?”

“I think I’ve got something. It may be a bit
drastic, though.”

“Let’s hear it.”

“Okay. We maneuver a bit now so we go
straight into Bastet’s solar system. Then we blast hard and head
straight for the planet. We’ll enter the atmosphere, which should
slow us down enough to make a soft landing. It’s called
‘aerobraking’. They use it to land probes on Mars and Venus.

“Enter the atmosphere, at this speed? Are
you sure?”

“It’s not much, I know. But it’s either that
or slow down with the engine, and that’ll take as much power as it
did to speed up.”

“Ouch,” Alan commented, wincing at the very
thought.

“Yeah.”

“Okay,” Roxanne said. “We’ll do it your way.
Get ready, because we’re almost there. Alan, keep an eye on the
power level and make sure it’s as low as possible.”

“Right.” “Gotcha.”

The ship passed over star systems as they
neared their destination. Lucy curiously looked beneath her paws as
stars and planets winked by in seconds.

Her view was ruined when Martin began the
braking maneuver, flipping the ship over and applying thrust. The
increase in power made their heads hurt, but he did it anyhow.

The boosting didn’t slow them much, but
their course dipped down into the galaxy. Instantly the Bastet
system leapt into sight, and Martin braked hard, increasing thrust
as much as he could stand.

“Okay,” he said to no one in particular.

The Bastet system had fourteen planets and
two suns. But in the midst of the solar system was a vast set of
rings that extended for millions of miles and crossed the orbits of
three planets. The rings were vast, making Saturn’s glorious set
look like a child’s hula-hoop by comparison.

The stars were both smaller than earth’s
sun, but they orbited each other very closely, whirling around each
other like bolo balls. But Martin was far too busy to notice these
sights, other than with a quick glance to confirm their heading.
Bastet, the fourth planet from the suns, suddenly appeared ahead,
and he applied so much thrust it felt like his head might
burst.

The Thunder Heart flashed through the
atmosphere like a cannonball tearing through a piece of tissue
paper. They were simply going too fast.

“Talk to me,” Roxanne said nervously.

“We’re going too fast,” Martin replied
angrily.

The ship heeled over as he made a sharp turn
and blasted the engines again. Instantly, their heads exploded in
pain. Alan noticed they were headed straight for the suns.

“What are you doing?” he gasped.

The twin suns orbited each other slowly.
They were about the same size, and between them flowed a glowing
river of energy: radiation, gravity and electricity.

Martin took them straight into that river.
Its gravity clutched at them, but was unable to hold them, so the
ship was simply hurled around in a circle and tossed back towards
Bastet. Yet the river had robbed them of their tremendous velocity,
slowing them down to just beneath the speed of light.

The entire operation had only taken a
second.

“What happened?” Roxanne demanded.

“The stars slowed us down. Now we can use
aerobraking and land.”

“Why didn’t you ask first?”

“Sorry, skipper, I didn’t have time. If I
had stopped to ask, it would’ve been too late. I only had once
chance.”

“Okay,” she said. “But from now on, you only
do that kind of think if you absolutely have to. Got it?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re lucky,” Alan said, grinning. “Cap’n,
I say we toss him out the airlock.”

“Hmm …” she looked at the ceiling
thoughtfully, considering the novel idea.

“I vote yes,” Lucy said.

“Har har,” Martin said. “Very funny. It is
to laugh.”

The others laughed, despite the sharp pain
it caused. Meanwhile, the Thunder Heart raced through the void,
closing in on Bastet.

Finally, Martin tried aerobraking once more.
The Thunder Heart dipped into the atmosphere, circled the planet
once, and lifted into space again, entering orbit slightly slower
than before.

“So far so good,” Martin said. “But we’ve
gotta kill a lot more speed or we’re toast.”

They swung around the planet in a wide arc.
Soon they were at the moment of their closest approach to Bastet.
Martin braked hard once again, and they dipped again into the
atmosphere. Seconds later, he pulled up again. He repeated this
operation over and over again, until he could feel their speed
falling away.

The strain of this maneuver was terrible; by
the time Martin brought the ship into a tight circular orbit, their
heads were throbbing so painfully they clenched their fists and
squinted their eyes shut; Martin used his extrasenses to see.

“Bring us down,” Roxanne said, tears leaking
from her eyes.

“O – okay,” he stammered. “Where?”

“I don’t care. Anywhere.”

“Okay, here we go. Ow!” The last was uttered
as he applied power to descend into the atmosphere on their final
approach. The others likewise cried out in pain.

The Thunder Heart, guided by its suffering
crew, descended into the atmosphere of Bastet. Martin did not
indulge in graceful swoops and dives. He just wanted a quick
landing. He didn’t know or care what happened afterwards; touchdown
simply meant relief from the tormenting pain.

The sky became blue as they climbed down
from the stars. Below, they stormed over a mountain range. Martin
noticed sharp crags and snowy peaks, but he didn’t care; he was
close to unconsciousness. In fact, as he looked around the cabin,
he saw that he was the only one still awake.

He was suddenly seized by a new
determination. He turned forward again. The mountain peaks rolled
beneath him as he searched for a spot to land.

The mountains became a lush forest. He
brought them down. He knew his strength was failing and that he too
would pass out at any moment.

Without looking for a clearing, he simply
crashed through the forest canopy. Momentary images of tall trees
and frightened birds flashed by, until with one last mighty effort
he brought the ship to a hover just off he ground. The pain was so
intense he felt as if he was dying. As an afterthought, he opened
the hatch. Then the world became gray, and he too passed out.


Chapter Five

 


“I hate this job,” Martin said, looking
down.

“You ain’t wrong,” Alan agreed, also eyeing
the distant ground.

To avoid thinking about their precarious
location, they had, at first, concentrated on looking at the town
of Kimberley spread out below them. But it was a quiet town,
without much to distract them. Instead, their brilliant artificial
brains had instinctively calculated their exact height, so that
they simply could not escape the truth. However, they were forced
to stay there for hours at a time, propped on their crude perches
and yapping endlessly. Yet even while their mouths discussed sci-fi
movies and computer games, they established a secret
radio-telepathy no one else could hear.

“How in the world could Martin and Alan sit
up here so much?” Martin asked, using the secret radio, even while
his mouth blabbed about the latest Star Wars movie.

“Beats me, man,” Alan replied secretly.
“They might be crazy, you know.”

“Oh, don’t say that! If they’re crazy, then that means we are, too!”

“I just think it’s worth considering, is
all.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Martin answered
with a sigh.

They paused for a moment, and for a change
of scenery stared at the sky, but finding no joy in the sight. They
were, after all, in an impossible position. Their creators had
blessed them with brilliant minds, great strength, and a youthful
desire to test the limits of their abilities. But their creators
had also given them strict orders: they were to stay on earth and
pretend to be Martin, Alan and Roxanne while the genuine versions
were off exploring the stars.

They were prisoners of their
programming.

“Well, mum’s gonna come out and call us in
for dinner soon,” the Martin-copy said over their secret radio.

“Yeah,” the Alan/Not-Alan agreed. “I predict
in forty-four point six seconds.”

“Gimme a break. There’s no way you can
calculate that.”

“Okay, call it a guess.”

“I hope we don’t fall when we climb
down.”

“Me too.”

Of course, being made of the Thunder Heart’s
material, they would not be damaged by a fall from the top of a
tree. However, their young creators had given them human fears.
Also, their being unharmed from such a fall would raise many
questions they would rather not have to answer.

“I wonder,” Alan said, staring at the sky,
“if they’re having fun up there in space?”

“More fun than we’re having down here, I’ll
bet.”

“Probably true.”

“I feel like a brilliant actor stuck in a
lousy part.”

“Yeah.”

They had devised their secret radio, which
used technology totally beyond human understanding, to preserve
their sanity. It allowed them to communicate, while performing
their duty. To the outside the world, they talked and acted just
like their flesh-and-blood creators, but they carried out a
constant private conversation.

Forty-four point nine seconds after Alan had
made his prediction, their “mother” opened the back door of the
house and called: “Boys! Dinner time!”

They jumped up and began scrambling down the
tree, just as the real Martin and Alan would have.

“Did you notice,” the imitation Alan said
over their private radio, “that I was only a few tenths of a second
off?”

“Yeah, yeah. You’re a lucky guy, okay?”

“Genius, that’s what it is.”

“You’re dreaming.”

“I wish.”

They hit the ground – breathing a secret
sigh of relief – and ran into the house, plopping themselves down
at the dinner table.

“Hot dogs!” Alan’s double said happily. “My
favourite!”

“Yeah!” the faux Martin agreed.

(But over their secret intercom, the pretend
Alan heaved a sigh and said, “oh, no, not hot dogs again! Don’t
these people know what’s in these things!” To
which the imitation Martin said: “not only are they made of gross
things, but they taste horrible.”)

“What are you guys doing?” Roxanne’s double
broke in over their secret radio.

“Having dinner,” not-Martin replied.

“What are you up to?” the imitation Alan
asked her.

“Nothing much. I was just reading some of
Roxanne’s poetry. Do you have any idea how depressing it is? Listen
to this:

 


Why are you asking me what I think?

I’m too busy crying.

I’m skinny and I have no friends.

What am I supposed to think?

 


“Whoah,” Martin said.

“Holy cow, man. Why is she so sad?”

“She seems to have a low opinion of
herself.”

“Why ?” Martin said, shocked.

“Yeah, man,” Alan added. “She’s the only one
of the bunch I really like.”

“I’m not sure. I guess she isn’t popular, so
she thinks she must be ugly or boring or something. It’s too bad,
because I think she’s pretty and smart. And kind, too. Don’t
you?”

“Yeah.” “Definitely.”

“Now, if only she knew
that.” She heaved a sigh. “Anyway, that’s what I’ve been doing. Hey, why don’t you come out and
play?”

“We can’t right now,” Alan answered.

“Why not?”

“Because we’re eating dinner. But we can
come out after we’re finished.”

“Okay. Maybe we can go to the forest or
something.”

“Deal. See you later.”

The boys dug into a meal they had no
interest in, all the while pretending to enjoy themselves. But they
constantly conversed in their secret radio band, safe from human
ears. Their mother didn’t suspect a thing.

But not far away, however, their secret
chatter was heard by strangers’ ears. These strangers listened
closely, stunned by the technology that had produced the signals.
But their surprised soon turned to fear, for they were members of a
vastly powerful military, and they, unlike the crew of the Thunder
Heart, saw the unknown not as a fascinating new riddle, but as a
threat; and Mystery was not a beckoning gateway to knowledge but a
broody galaxy of potential danger.
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“So,” the genuine Martin said, “this is
Bastet.”

“Kinda boring, if you ask me,” Alan
offered.

“I’m inclined to agree,” Lucy said.

They were standing outside the Thunder
Heart. When they had woken up, their headaches were gone. But when
Alan tried to bring a little power to the ship, their heads had
been assaulted by pain. Their escape from the black hole and the
landing had proven too much for them to handle.

“So what now?” Alan asked.

“Don’t look at me,” Roxanne said

“Great.”

They looked around. They were in the middle
of a huge forest. But it was a very strange forest. The trees were
as thick as a house, and at least six hundred feet tall. They
reached up, smooth and without a single twig, until at the top they
sprouted a tangle of leafy branches that met and intertwined, like
massive brown pillars supporting a green roof.

The distant, leafy canopy seemed to be
bursting with life; loud, complicated birdcalls could be heard. On
the ground, there was no wind and the light was dim, for the dense
treetops shouldered out the sky.

“Martin,” Roxanne said, “did you see any
cities or towns when we came in?”

“I don’t think so. I wasn’t really looking,
though.”

“No roads or anything?”

“Not that I remember. Sorry.”

“That’s okay. If you hadn’t been so busy
steering the ship, we’d probably be dead by now. Or maybe drifting
in space, slowly starving to death.”

“Speaking of which,” Alan said, “I’m
hungry.”

“Me too,” Martin said. “Any food left in
your knapsack?”

“Nope.”

“Great. Any ideas, skipper?”

“Well,” she said thoughtfully, “we’re on a
strange planet at the other end of the galaxy, our ship is dead,
and we have no food or water.

“Not much to work with, is it?” Alan
said.

“No.”

“Maybe we should have a look around,” Lucy
suggested.

“Good idea,” Roxanne agreed. She looked
around, and said: “I say we head for that ridge over there.” The
ridge was about a mile away.

“Why there?” Martin asked.

“Why not?”

“Captains,” Alan grumbled, “are not supposed
to say ‘why not’.”

“Well, I say it, so it must be okay.”

“She’s got you there, man,” Martin said,
smiling.

“Let’s go,” Roxanne said.

The boys exchanged an uneasy glance. “Uh
…”

“What is it?”

“We, um …” Martin’s voice trailed off.

“Come on, spit it out! You’re embarrassed
about something, I know. Just tell me what the problem is!”

“We have to, uh,” Alan said uneasily, “we
have to go to the bathroom.”

“So?”

“So we’d like to stay behind while you go
ahead,” Martin said.

“Is that all?” Roxanne said.

“Yeah.”

“Fine, sure. You think I want to watch? Come
on, Lucy.”

The two of them walked off, headed for the
ridge. The boys stood and watched until they were just a pair of
tiny figures in the gigantic forest.

“I feel like an idiot for some reason,”
Martin said.

“Me too. But why?”

“I heard girls mature faster than boys.”

“Yeah, well, that’s not my fault.”

“You got that right.”

They watched the receding figures, then went
behind a tree and took care of business.

“I don’t see much point in trying to follow
them,” Alan said afterward. “It would take too long to catch
up.”

“Right. What we need –“ he craned his neck
back and gazed at the distant treetops “—is to get up high. If we
could, maybe we’d be able to see a city or a road or
something.”

“What’s the big hurry?”

“Think about it, man,” Martin said. “We’re
in the middle of a forest, no food, no water, only the clothes on
our backs. How long do you think we can last?”

“Oh …” Alan finally realized how bad the
situation was. Having flown so gracefully across the galaxy, he had
forgotten how tough life could get outside the hard, safe shell of
the Thunder Heart.

“Is there any way to power up the ship?”
Martin asked, patting the hull.

“No way, man. It might kill us.”

“Well, do you have to run the power through
our minds?”

“What else would I use, melonhead? Our
noses?”

“No, I meant, can you use someone else’s
mind?”

“Hey, that’s a great idea! Oh, but wait!
There’s no one else around here!”

“How about birds?”

“Birds?”

“Yeah. I saw lots of ‘em when we came in.
You used Lucy, right?”

“Well, yeah,” Alan said. “But she’s
intelligent.”

“So what? It couldn’t hurt to try, could
it?”

“I guess not.”

“Okay, then.” Martin reached into his
knapsack and pulled out a little wax-paper ball. Unwrapping it, he
held out the scraps of bread he had torn away from Roxanne’s long
ago sandwich-bite.

“Yeah, so?” Alan asked, unimpressed.

Martin tossed the bread atop the Thunder
Heart, and stepped back.

“Now what, Bird Man?”

Martin thought for a moment, then tossing
his head back, he whistled, in his best possible imitation of a
birdcall. Alan, laughing, watched his brother whistle, then joined
in.

“Tweet tweet!” Alan called to the sky.

“Coo! Coo!” Martin shouted.

“Toot! Toot!”

“Wachawackawacka!” Alan said, flapping his
arms around.

“Good one!” Martin laughed. “I tawt I taw a
puddy tat!”

“That’s the worst Tweety Bird imitation I
ever heard,” Alan laughed.

Suddenly Martin fell silent and grabbed his
arm. He pointed to the ship.

Perched atop the Thunder Heart in a perfect
row were eight small birds. They were brightly-colored, with
needle-like beaks. The bread scraps remained uneaten; not knowing
what bread was, the birds ignored it.

The boys carefully crept around to the
ship’s hatch. The birds watched them curiously but did not fly
away.

They entered the ship as silently as they
could. Soon they were sitting in their places again.

“Do it,” Martin said quietly.

Alan dove into one of the birds, not knowing
what he would find. He instantly realized, to his surprise, that
the birds were indeed connected to the universal energy field. They
did not make use of it, so they were not intelligent. Yet they had
the potential to be. Alan wondered if every living thing was like
that: able to access the power of intelligence, but only making the
connection by fate or sheer luck.

Gratified, he ran the energy through the
birds and the Thunder Heart returned to life. Martin gently applied
power to the bottom of the ship, lifting them off the ground. The
birds wobbled slightly with the motion, but stayed where they
were.

Soon they reached the roof of the forest,
about 600 feet off the ground. Martin was trying to figure out a
way of pushing through the leaves and branches when he was suddenly
distracted.

“What’s wrong?” Alan asked.

No answer; he just stared ahead.

Alan looked up, and realized with horror
that the birds were beginning to flutter away. He watched as one
took off, then another. He realized they had four wings, like
dragonflies.

“Oh, no,” he whispered. “Martin, we’ve got
to land!”

Still no answer.

“Martin, wake up! The stupid birds are
flying away!” Even as he spoke, two more birds took to the air.
That left four; the ship lurched slightly, as if someone had cut a
puppet string.

“Wake up, man!” Alan shouted, slapping his
brother’s shoulder.

“Out,” Martin said at last. “Get out of
here! Hurry!” He leapt up and ran to the hatchway. Even as he did,
another bird fluttered off, and the ship lurched again.

“What’s wrong with you, man! We’ve got to
land the ship right now, before we crash!”

Ignoring him, Martin climbed out the hatch
and onto a nearby tree branch. He turned around, gesturing
frantically.

Alan stayed inside the ship a moment,
hesitating. Then another bird flew off, leaving two. The Thunder
Heart was listing heavily now, like a sinking ship. As he made his
way to the hatch, one more bird flew off.

Outside on the tree branch, Martin looked at
the last bird. For an instant their eyes met. Then, almost as if to
mock him, it spread its four wings, flapped them lightly, and took
off.

Alan leapt from the hatch just as the power
died and the ship began to fall. He grabbed Martin’s hands, with
nothing beneath his feet but six hundred feet of air. Above him,
Martin watched as their gleaming ship plummeted to the ground. It
hit with a tremendous thud that shook the trees.

“Help me!” Alan shrieked.

Martin realized his brother’s grip was
slipping. He tried to pull him up, but he wasn’t strong enough.

“I can’t make it,” Alan cried.

“Yes you can!” Martin yelled back. “You’re
strong, you can do it! I’ve seen you do it!”

Alan pulled with everything he had, and
managed to grab hold of the branch and scramble up.

“Oh man,” he said, gasping. “What’s the
matter with you?”

“We’ve got to keep moving. I know you’re
tired, but we’re not safe yet.” Without waiting for a response, he
began crawling carefully up the branch, deeper into the dense
canopy.

“What’s going on?” Alan asked him.

“No time to explain!” Martin called over his
shoulder. “Trust me, we’ve gotta hide!”

Alan sighed heavily. But he followed his
brother.

The branches of the massive trees grew into
the canopy like linked arms, intertwining and spreading in every
direction like a giant jungle-gym. The sound of birds, so distant
from the ground, now surrounded them. Sunlight filtered down from
the sky, and the air was fresher.

The boys found a sort of platform made by
several intersecting branches. It was covered with springy-soft
moss. They lay down on their stomachs to the distant ground.

The Thunder Heart lay directly beneath them,
gleaming distantly. Suddenly, a dozen specks approached the ship
and circled it. From their movements the boys could tell they were
cats. Then a harsh masculine voice reached their minds
telepathically:

“All right! Search the area!”

The felines fanned out and began scouting
around.

“Sarge!” One of them called out. “We’ve got
two more scents here.”

The leader went over and sniffed for
himself.

“Awright!” he barked. “We’ve got two males
on the loose! They may come back. I want a four man search party,
two scouts and two fighters. The rest of you, fan out and give me a
perimeter around this thing.” The orders were carried out quickly
and efficiently.

Soon the sergeant was left alone with one
other feline. They sat down and cautiously sniffed the Thunder
Heart.

“What do you suppose it is, sarge,” the
smaller feline asked nervously.

“I dunno, lad. Don’t worry. Stick by me and
you’ll be all right.”

“Yes, sarge.”

Six hundred feet above, Martin whispered to
Alan, “they captured Lucy and the skipper over by the ridge. I saw
it. And they were coming back here, following the scent. I had no
time to explain.” Alan nodded absently and kept staring at the
felines far below.

“Hey! Runner!” the sergeant called out. A
third feline approached the first two. “Get back to base,” the
sergeant ordered, “and tell the commander that we’ve found it. Tell
him we need some lifters and carriers. Tell him we need at least
five hundred. Go!”

“Yes, sergeant!” the runner shouted, and
bounded away. The sergeant and the other feline lapsed into
silence, keeping watch over the Thunder Heart.

Alan looked at Martin and murmured:
“Now what do we do?”

Martin was about to reply, when a strange
voice spoke up behind them:

“You hold very, very still. You are now my
prisoner.”
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Several miles away, Roxanne and Lucy were
marching, under heavy guard, through the forest. Their captors had
ambushed them when they had left sight of the Thunder Heart.
Springing from behind one of the great trees, the soldiers had
quickly surrounded them.

“One false move and you will die,” the
commander, whose fur was orange with white stripes, growled to
Roxanne and Lucy.

From what Roxanne could see, the felines had
no weapons. The fur on their tails seemed to be dyed with small
tattoos, perhaps signs of rank, but that was all. Yet Roxanne
didn’t need her Talent to realize that, whatever weapons they had
at their disposal, the soldiers were ready and willing to use them.
And so she and Lucy meekly surrendered.

“Sergeant,” the commander said, “I’m taking
these two back to base camp. You take a squad ahead to see if there
are any more of them. If there are, bring them back. If they try to
escape or resist, use force to stop them. Try to wound them, but
kill them if you have to.”

“Yes, sir!” the sergeant said. He and his
team ran off, headed for the Thunder Heart.

“All right, you!” the commander shouted to
the prisoners. “Get moving!”

Roxanne and Lucy started walking. She was
screaming inside, trying to think of a way of warning the boys. Yet
what could they do? Hide inside the ship until they die of
starvation? They, too, would certainly be captured in time.

They marched on. Roxanne tried to speak to
Lucy, but their captors yelled at them not to talk. Instead, she
stared at the towering trees around her, as the sound of their
footsteps echoed dimly off the trunks.

Hours passed, and still they walk. Roxanne
and Lucy became hot and tired, but most of all thirsty: their last
drink had been at lunchtime, atop the hill back home. Finally, fed
up, Roxanne stopped walking and sat down. Their escorts stopped
too. The feline commander approached her.

“Get up, you.”

“No.”

“Come on, get moving.”

“Can’t.”

“And why not?”

“I need water. Understand, cat? My people
need water to keep going.”

The feline considered this. He called out,
“water-carrier!”

A feline with fewer markings on its tail
trotted up and stood in front of Roxanne. It just stood there, as
if waiting.

“Well?” the head feline said.

“Well what? I’m still thirsty.”

“So take a drink!”

She looked at the feline before her, but
couldn’t find any water bottles. “How?”

“Like this,” the leader said angrily. He
ducked his head low, nudged under the water-carrier, and began
suckling like a baby. Finished, he emerged, licking his lips, beads
of water stuck in his orange chin fur. Through it all, the
water-carrier just stood silently.

“I can’t do that!” Roxanne cried.

“Fine. Then get up and start marching.”

“But I’m thirsty!”

“Then drink!”

“Don’t you have any other water?”

“No. There’s nothing wrong with my
water-carrier, so if you need water, have some. If not, then don’t.
But either way we’re going on. I can have you dragged along, or we
can induce you. Choose now.”

Roxanne could feel his impatience and
growing anger. And there was fear. But she knew his threat was
real. She staggered to her feet again. With a shouted order, the
prisoners and their escorts resumed their march.

With each step Roxanne became more thirsty,
with each breath her lips seemed to become just a little more dry.
Her senses seemed to dim, as she concentrated on putting one step
in front of the other.

“Stop,” the commander said.

Roxanne looked up. To her surprise, they had
arrived at their destination. It was a small military camp,
consisting mainly of a few holes and trenches cut in the ground.
Far above their heads, there was a hole in the forest canopy,
letting in sunlight and fresh air.

The prisoners were separated: Lucy was taken
to a small bunker and placed under guard. But Roxanne was far too
big to fit in a feline-hole, so they just told her to sit down on
the ground.

“Communications!” the commander shouted. A
small, delicate-looking feline popped out of one of the holes and
trotted over. “Send this,” the leader ordered. “’Commander grid
118389 urgently requests fastest possible transport for one feline
prisoner and one non-feline prisoner weighing …” he looked at
Roxanne. “About seven feline weights. Got it?”

“Yes, sir. Sending.” The feline stood still
and stared at nothing in particular. “Reply,” he said presently.
“’Commander grid 118389 advised request for transport of single
feline prisoner and non-feline prisoner seven feline weights –
approved. Standby at present coordinates for arrival. Out.”

“Good,” the commander said. The
communications feline scuttled back to his bunker, while the
officer shouted out, “transport is on the way, boys. I want this
monster guarded at all times. If she makes the slightest suspicious
move, melt her.” The felines obediently moved into formation
surrounding Roxanne.

“Don’t worry,” she said calmly. “I won’t
give you any trouble.” They didn’t answer.

Just then a slim and sleek-looking
black-and-brown striped feline bounded into the camp. “Commander!”
he called out.

“Yes?”

“Message from the tracking detachment, sir.
We’ve found their vehicle of two males –“ he nodded towards Roxanne
to show he meant humans “—but have not sighted them yet. The
vehicle is large and looks extremely heavy, sir. The sergeant
requests lifters and carriers. A lot of them, he says.”

“Is that all, runner?”

“Yes, sir.”

“All right. Get back there and tell him to
hold his perimeter. Tell him we’ll send reinforcements as soon as
we can. Got it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Now, go!”

“Yessir!” He turned away and bounded back into the forest, towards
the Thunder Heart.

Roxanne realized, from the runner’s message,
that Martin and Alan had somehow eluded the felines. But the ship
had been captured.

The camp settled into a nervous silence
while they waited for the transportation.

They sat this way for an hour or so. Then a
voice reached Roxanne’s mind telepathically. “Commander 118389,
this is transport squadron Winged Glory, on approach. Stand by for
arrival.”

“Winged Glory, roger,” the commander
answered. “We stand ready.”

“Acknowledged.”

Soon a cluster of tiny specks appeared in
the canopy opening. As they grew larger Roxanne realized they
weren’t airplanes or helicopters; they were cats.

The felines had been mutated somehow to the
point where their sides sprouted huge, leathery wings while their
tails had been flattened, as though they had been run over by cars.
The cats appeared to be tabbys; their brown stripes covered even
the wings.

The transport landed in the camp, fluttering
gracefully and tucking in their wings. The squadron leader
approached the camp commander. As he came close, Roxanne could see
he had transparent inner eyelids, like strange goggles. “Good
afternoon, commander,” he said.

“’Afternoon. Here’s the prisoner.” He nodded
towards Roxanne, who smiled and waved.

“What in the world is it?”

“I don’t know,” the commander answered.
“Ugly, isn’t it?”

“You’re telling me.”

“Hey!” Roxanne cried. “Have you guys looked
in a mirror lately?”

“Silence!”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“So we take it back to the peak, is that
right?” the squadron leader asked.

“Correct.”

“Right. Lieutenant!” Another winged cat
trotted over. “Prepare carrying straps and lifting tackle,” the
leader told him. He pointed at Roxanne. “We’re bringing that back
to the peak. I want to hit air immediately. Got it?”

“Yes, sir.”

The transport squadron produced leather
ropes and began fastening them to Roxanne’s ankles and wrists. She
tried to struggle, but it was halfhearted. She started to tremble
and weep at her helplessness.

Lucy was brought out of her hole and tied in
the same fashion. Looking over at Roxanne, she said, “don’t worry,
dear. We’re being taken to someone in charge.”

“Is that supposed to cheer me up?”

“It’s going to be all right, dear,” Lucy
said. Even as they talked the squadron was busily preparing to take
off.

“We’re ready, commander,” the squadron
said.

“Right, fly carefully. If this creature is
damaged, I suspect someone will pull your wings off slowly.”

“You got it, commander,” the leader laughed,
flapping his wings. “But I don’t think I’d miss ‘em!” The commander
chuckled in return.

With that, the squadron began flapping, and
in a moment they were off the ground. Roxanne was being carried by
twelve felines, three lifting each of her limbs as though she was a
prize boar being brought in by proud hunters. Lucy was being
carried easily by two. The squadron leader flew out ahead, and four
more flew in formation around the transports, presumably their
fighter escort. But still Roxanne and Lucy saw no weapons at
all.

They ascended through the hole in the forest
canopy, then accelerated. The forest looked like a soft green cloud
beneath them. Looking ahead, Roxanne realized they were headed
towards a mountain range. Some mountain peaks were hidden in mist,
while others were capped in snow.

Looking below, Roxanne realized they were
thousands of feet above the forest. She suddenly became dizzy, and
fainted. Flying nearby, Lucy stayed awake – her race did not faint
– and kept her eyes locked ahead, too afraid to look down.

The flight was headed towards one of the
mountains cloaked in mist. As they flew nearer, she could see it
more clearly. Its sides were pierced by square holes, and as they
came even closer Lucy could see felines moving around inside.

The squadron leader’s voice sounded in
Lucy’s mind:

“Peak Central, this is transport squadron
Winged Glory. Priority clearance alpha two. Over.”

“Winged Glory, roger,” a female voice
answered, sounding distant. “We have you. Proceed directly to
receiving bay two-charlie. Over.”

“Two-charlie, roger.”

The squadron leader lapsed into silence.
Then one of the strong felines carrying Roxanne said softly,
“two-charlie! I’ve never been that high. These two must be
important.”

“Pipe down, corporal!” the leader shouted.
His order was accompanied by a loud vocal yowl that was nearly lost
in the wind.

Up they climbed, finally plunging into the
thick mist surrounding the peak. Lucy could see nothing, but
somehow the other felines were able to find their way. Then the
mountainside appeared like a gray wall, and, just as they seemed
about to collide, a large opening appeared, and the felines
fluttered in to a gentle landing.

The hangar was not hugely impressive by
human standards, but was huge for felines. It was lit by large
domes that glowed white. The hangar was bursting with activity;
flying felines flew in and out while others bustled about, as
ground troops, wingless, stood guard. These troops all had bright
white fur, with jagged gold lightning bolts tattooed into their
tails. Their forelegs glittered with fine gold bands. They were
members of the Guard of the Mist, elite troops.

Even as the new arrivals touched down, two
dozen soldiers approached the soldiers and unwound the prisoners’
straps. The leader of the troop growled to the squadron leader:

“Dismissed. Get going.”

“Understood,” the squadron replied tersely.
“Come on, boys. We’re leaving.”

The squadron turned, walked toward the
hangar entrance, and one by one dropped off the edge, disappearing
into the mist.

Once they were gone, the white Guard leader
turned to the prisoners and said, “all right: you are untied. The
slightest false move will result in extreme pain. Now come with
me.”

“But she can’t!” Lucy cried. “She
fainted.”

“’Fainted’?”

“Yes. Uh, she’s injured.”

“I see.” He walked over to Roxanne, who lay
upon the stone floor, her sundress standing out against the stark
stone floor. The officer scraped a claw down Roxanne’s arm. A large
welt appeared, and began to drip blood. She stirred, but did not
wake. The officer raised his paw to wound her again.

“Wait!” Lucy cried. The officer held back.
“Roxanne! Wake up, dear,” Lucy said urgently. “Roxanne,
please!”

Roxanne’s eyes fluttered open. The first
sight she saw was the white officer standing above her. She looked
around the hangar, then at Lucy. Her eyes were huge with terror and
confusion.

“Get up,” the officer said. Roxanne
staggered to her head, fighting dizziness. “Now,” the officer said,
undaunted by her towering size, “follow me.”

He turned and marched through the hangar to
a corridor that was high enough for Roxanne to stand up straight.
She and Lucy walked behind the officer, surrounded on all sides by
the elite troops. They passed soldier-felines of various breeds who
stared at Roxanne, startled.

The corridor joined another, curving one
that climbed, spiraling upwards. This hallway, which like the
others was lit by the white globes, was even more crowded with
military traffic. The officer strode ahead, barking orders to clear
the way.

Eventually they left the spiral and entered
a short hallway that ended in a stone door. As they approached, the
door opened.

“Inside,” the officer ordered.

“Wait,” Lucy said. “I need to talk to you.
We’ve come from very far away, and we mean no harm.”

“I’m not interested,” he snapped. “Inside.
Now.”

Roxanne had to crawl on her hands and knees
to get through the doorway. After they were inside, the door slid
smoothly shut again.

Lucy looked around. It was a small cell,
with a ceiling only about four feet high; Roxanne would have to lie
down constantly. It was lit by the same white globes, and there
were no windows or furniture. The only thing in the cell was a tiny
trough of water in one corner.

“Roxanne,” Lucy said, “I’m sorry I got us
into this.”

Roxanne didn’t reply. There was nothing to
say. She just lay back and tried not to cry. Lucy tried to think of
a way out of their predicament, but came up with nothing. Suddenly,
she found herself thinking of Alan and Martin, realizing that in
all the excitement she had forgotten all about them.

“I wonder how they’re doing,” she
murmured.
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Martin and Alan looked at each other. Far
below them, the soldiers stood guard over the Thunder Heart.

“Stay calm,” the voice behind them said
softly.

“Who are you?” Alan whispered.

“I’m the one who’s taken you prisoner.”

“Oh.”

“Turn around very slowly.”

They turned. Crouched before them was a
large, slim Siamese cat. He was light brown, darkening to black at
his paws. He looked at them curiously.

“No, just what might you be?”

“We’re not from around here,” Martin
said.

“You don’t say. And that shiny thing down
there is yours?”

“I guess you could say that,” Alan
replied.

“I think,” the feline said, “you had better
come with me.”

“Why?”

“Because those soldiers are going to start
searching for you up here.”

“So? Bring ‘em on. I’m not afraid of any
cat, man.”

“No?”

“Uh-uh.”

“You mean psionics don’t affect you?”

“Psionics?”

“Mind weapons. You don’t know what that
is?”

“No.”

“Then you’d better come with me. It’s too
dangerous here.”

“He’s right,” Martin said. “They’re coming.
Okay, kitty, let’s go.”

“All right. By the way, my name is Nightpaw.
What’s yours?”

“Martin.”

“Alan.”

“Nice to meet you. Come on, let’s go.”

Nightpaw bounded off into the forest. The
boys clambered after him. The canopy was dense, but they were
expert tree-climbers.

“Where are you taking us?” Martin asked.

“To my village,” Nightpaw answered. “You’ll
be safe there, I think.”

On they went, keeping as silent as they
could for fear of being overheard by the soldiers. They walked and
crawled along winding branches, at times climbing higher and lower,
following Nightpaw as he hopped nimbly ahead of them.

“We can rest here,” the feline said,
bringing them to a halt. It was a sort of clearing, a spot where
giant branches had become entangled and overgrown with moss.
Reaching up, Nightpaw snagged a vine and punctured it with one
claw, lapping up the drops of water which trickled out. “Try it,”
he said to the boys.

They exchanged a glance, and, expecting
something nasty, were surprised to discover that the water tasted
clean, and even a little sweet. They drank their fill.

Then Nightpaw headed off again, and they
followed. As they climbed, their thoughts turned homeward. A sharp
twinge of homesickness hit them as they thought of their forest,
their home and their mother. But they were too busy to think of it
for long; they had to keep moving.


Chapter Six

 


Their hot dogs finished, the Martin-Double
and Alan-Double went outside, got on their bicycles and rode off.
They met the imitation Roxanne, who had been waiting for them
nearby, standing beside her bike. She had brought along the
counterfeit Lucy, but only for the sake of appearance: the cat had
not been made intelligent, since to everyone but the crew of the
Thunder Heart she was just an unthinking cat. This had offended the
real Lucy, since in her view felines were not just smarter than
humans, but more highly evolved. Yet she eventually agreed.

They rode along Blanca Street, chatting as
always about space travel and their favorite movies. By now their
voices had become almost automatic, and the doubles were able to
carry on two conversations at once: their play-acting talk with
their voices, and their “real” chatting with their mind-radios. In
fact, they had begun to ignore their voices completely.

“Should we go to the hill?” Roxanne asked
over the radio.

“Sure,” Alan replied.

Their bikes clattered as they entered the
forest and began twisting and turning down the familiar path.
Branches whipped their faces, and dust- and wind-induced tears made
it difficult to see properly, but they rode on anyhow.

“Whoah!” Alan cried secretly. “This is
fun!”

“Yeah,” Roxanne agreed. “Maybe they aren’t
so crazy after all!”

“They must really be having fun up there,”
Martin said.

Being made of the Thunder Heart’s fabulous
technology, the three of them were capable of riding much faster
than any human, but their programming, as always, kept them in
their roles as kids.

Eventually they made their way to the hill.
It was exactly the way they had left it. The hangar doors were
still hanging open.

“So now what?” Alan asked.

“Beats me, man.”

“I can’t believe you guys,” Roxanne
grumbled.

“What’s the matter with you?” Martin
asked.

“Think about it,” she replied. “We could do
anything we wanted! We could even go into space ourselves! But what
do we do? We sit here, stuck. It’s not fair!”

“I know,” Alan said. “But we’re not allowed
to do anything else.”

“Oh, come on! Don’t be
such a couple of wimps!”

“Wimps, us?” Martin said.

“Yeah, you’re so boring!”

“We are not, man!”

“You are too.”

“Take it easy, you guys,” Alan said.
“There’s no use in … hey, what’s that?”

“What’s what?” Roxanne said.

“That noise. Hear it?”

“I don’t hear anything.”

“I hear it now,” Martin said. “What
is that?”

Then Roxanne heard it too. It was a strange,
distant rustling hiss, accompanied by a strange beating noise. As
they listened, it got louder, as though a giant was strolling
through the forest, shaking the trees as if they were bushes. Then
it was very close, and the ground began to shake.

Suddenly, with a windy roar, a black
helicopter screamed out of the sky and hovered over the hill. Its
engines had been kept silent, but now that the children had seen it
the pilot switched off the muffler and the engines filled the
hilltop with their racket.

“Don’t move!” a voice bellowed from the
helicopter.

“Yes move!” Roxanne shouted. “Let’s get
outta here!”

A second later they were on their bikes and racing down the hill.
But standing at the bottom were five soldiers, all dressed in
black, with masks, helmets and large guns. “Hold it, kids!” one of
them shouted loudly, and held out his hand.

“Outta my way!” Martin shouted. He leaned
his head low over the handlebars and pedaled hard. The soldiers
stood their ground, but to their astonishment the children suddenly
accelerated to about fifty miles an hour. Startled, the troops
jumped out of the way.

The kids weaved madly along the trail. Their
legs whizzed around on the pedals so fast they could not even be
seen. Suddenly, with a harsh machine-gun sound, all their tires
blew out from the strain. They were thrown into the bushes,
tumbling to the ground. But they all stood up, unhurt. They weren’t
even breathing hard. Behind them, the soldiers crashed through the
bushes as they chased after them.

“Who are those guys?” Roxanne said.

“I dunno,” Martin said. “Soldiers. What’s
their problem? We haven’t done anything wrong!”

“Maybe they’re after someone else,” Alan
suggested. Yet even as he spoke, he could hear the helicopter
approaching overhead.

“Wait a minute,” Roxanne said. “It’s us!
They know about us!”

“No,” Martin said. “Impossible.”

“Yes, yes,” she said quickly. “It’s true!
I’ll bet they’re tracking our voices right now!”

The boys thought for a moment. Roxanne’s
theory seemed to fit. They knew!

“Okay, skipper, what do we do?”

“First, we stop using the radio.”

“Okay,” Martin said with his voice, startled
by the sound.

“Right,” Alan said, also switching off his
radio.

“Now,” Roxanne mumbled. “We need a plan
…”

Suddenly two dozen heavily-armed troops
burst through the bushes, surrounding them.

“Let’s run for it!” Alan hissed. “They’d
never catch us!”

“No,” Martin said, shaking his head. “We
can’t. That would blow our cover.”

“So what do we do?” Roxanne asked
anxiously.

The soldiers, with their weapons ready, ran
up and roughly grabbed the children. Swiftly they bound them with
handcuffs they could have easily broken, covered their heads with
black cloths they could see through, and escorted them quickly
away. Roxanne knew she could easily have gotten away, while nothing
the soldiers could do could possibly hurt her or the boys. But her
programming held her in place, kept her pretending to be an
innocent child. As they were being hustled away, Roxanne found
herself answering her own question.

“I guess we do nothing,” she said.

 


#

 


The genuine Roxanne and Lucy lay in their
cell at Peak City for hours. The cell was small and had a low
ceiling, but at least it was warm and dry, and they were given a
meal: raw meat, which Roxanne avoided, and unusual fruit, which she
devoured.

She and Lucy were questioned telepathically.
Their interviewers were not rude or intimidating. The two of them
were in quarantine, it was explained: they might carry germs fatal
to Bastet life, or the other way around.

Strangely, they asked no questions about
Martin and Alan, even though Roxanne was sure they were looking for
the boys.

Finally, the quarantine was lifted and the
door opened. They were greeted by a small female with white and
brown spotted black fur. Her green eyes were even brighter than
Lucy’s.

“I’m pleased to meet you face to face at
last,” she said. Roxanne and Lucy recognized her voice as belonging
to one of their interviewers. “My name is Brightsheen. Welcome to
Peak City!” She bowed low, dipping her tail respectfully.

“Uh, thanks,” Roxanne said.

“I assume you have many questions. But first
may I suggest we find you somewhere roomier to rest?”

“That,” Roxanne said gratefully, “would be
nice.”

“Am I to understand that we are not
prisoners?” Lucy asked.

“Correct. I am terribly sorry for you’re
treatment so far. I’m afraid members of our military are not given
training in manners.”

“I see,” Lucy said.

“Well,” Brightsheen said to Roxanne, “if
strange-looking creatures landed on your world,
I suspect your people would be careful, too.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Roxanne replied.
In her mind’s eye she imagined the Thunder Heart appearing in
earth’s skies, and her own species immediately attempting to blow
it to smithereens. Yet she couldn’t help remembering the threats,
anger and insults of their captors, especially the Guard of the
Mist.

Lucy said nothing. The tip of her tail
twitched, which Roxanne had learned meant she was deep in
thought.

Brightsheen led them down to a vaulted hall
that had to be at least a hundred feet high, and hundreds of feet
wide, with a double row of columns running from one end to the
other. The walls along each side had gateways leading to other
parts of the city. The slender columns were carved with patterns so
detailed they appeared to go right down to the microscopic in
scale. At the top of each column was a huge statue of a feline with
sharp fangs, proud claws and gleaming gems for eyes. The statues
had been carved of some green stone like jade.

“This is the Hall of the Gallant,”
Brightsheen said. “It was constructed long ago by an order of
knights.”

The Hall was bursting with activity. The
people they had previously seen had all been soldiers. But this
hall was packed with civilians, rushing about with chores of their
own.

“The knights are long gone,” Brightsheen
explained. “The last one lived at least six thousand years
ago.”

“This hall,” Roxanne murmured, looking
around in awe, “is six thousand years old?”

“Oh yes. Actually, this city was first
settled around eight thousand years ago, although it has greatly
changed and expanded since then. But our recorded history can be
traced back about fifty thousand years.”

Roxanne didn’t answer. She was beginning to
understand why Lucy considered her people more evolved than
humans.

But as they walked, she became aware of
something she had first sensed on earth. It was a general sense of
emptiness among the people, almost as though in becoming great they
had thrown away their souls. Perhaps they weren’t more evolved
after all.

Brightsheen led them on. When they reached
the end of the great hall, she paused.

“Now, which passage was it?” she murmured to
herself.

She turned towards the wall, where there was
a large bronze panel etched with intricate designs. Brightsheen
touched her head to the panel and said, “VIP quarters.” She waited
a couple of seconds, then pulled her head away. “So that’s where it is,” she said.

“What are you doing?” Lucy asked.

“Oh, this is a guide panel. It has
information on the city. Here, give it a try.” She moved aside.

“Very well,” Lucy said, and touched her head
to the panel. She thought for a moment, then, remembering something
the transport squadron leader had mentioned, said, “Peak
Central.”

Suddenly an image appeared in her mind: the
spot in the Hall of the Gallant where she was standing. Then she
appeared to leave, diving down one of the side passages. She flew
along, a few inches above the floor, turning down this hallway, or
descending that ramp. The journey only lasted a few seconds, until
she wound up in a large room deep beneath the hall where she was
standing. She pulled her head away. “That’s very interesting,” she
said. “How does it work?”

“It’s very simply, really,” Brightsheen
replied. “It’s a sort of mechanical telepathy. Come.” She resumed
walking, taking them down one of the larger corridors.

They climbed up wide, spiraling roads, and
walked along high passages hung with elegant tapestries. Finally,
they arrived at a smaller corridor that was even more richly
decorated, stopping at a large door. It was guarded by a pair of
soldiers who stared blankly at Roxanne.

“Here we are,” Brightsheen said, ignoring
the guards. “This is your apartment.” She pressed a small button on
the floor and the doors swung smoothly open. They all stepped
in.

It was a large home, for felines; the
ceiling was six feet high. The walls were hung with intricate
tapestries, and big fluffy pillows lay on the floor. One entire
wall was glass, a picture window overlooking a spectacular view of
rough valleys and snow-peaked mountain crags.

“Beautiful,” Roxanne said, admiring the
view. Lucy said nothing; she just strode around the room, looking
and sniffing.

“Well,” Brightsheen said, “I suppose you
would both like to rest up. If you need anything, simply call my
name and I’ll come.”

“What about food?” Lucy asked.

“Food?”

“Yes. What if we get hungry?”

“Well, as I said, call my name.”

“And if we wish to go for a walk?”

“You can go out if you wish, but I
respectfully ask that Roxanne try to stay out of sight.”

“Why’s that?”

“Well, she looks strange to our people. We
don’t want to stir up anything, do we?”

“What could she possibly stir up?”

Brightsheen paused and sighed harshly. She
decided that she really disliked this black cat. “I’m sure I don’t
know,” she said impatiently. “I suspect you’re trying to discover
whether or not you are prisoners. You are not. Now, if you will
excuse me, I will leave you now.” She bowed briefly and headed for
the door.

“Wait a moment,” Lucy said. Brightsheen
stopped and faced her.

“Yes?”

“May I have access to records or histories?
I wish to learn about Peak City.”

“Certainly. I’ll inform the president of the
university immediately. All right?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“Good. I hope you have a pleasant stay.”

“Thanks!” Roxanne called out as she left.
Brightsheen paused a moment, waiting for thanks for Lucy. Receiving
none, she turned away and left.

“Boy, does she ever hate you,” Roxanne
said.

“I don’t blame her,” Lucy said. She strolled
over to the window and looked out at the view.

“What do you mean? You want her to hate you?”

“No, of course not. But I want to find out
exactly what’s going on, and I don’t care if I
have to pluck out a few whiskers in the process.”

“Oh.”

“Yes.”

“But there’s something else,” Roxanne said.
“You’re worried. Really worried.”

“Yes,” she replied. She sat down in front of
the window and looked up at the sky. “It’s a question of
freedom.”

“Freedom?”

“This room is very pretty, Roxanne. But if
we can’t leave it, it’s still just a jail cell.”

“Oh.”

“And there’s more: what is going to happen
to us? Where is the ship? And what about the boys?”

She stared out at the view, as if hoping the
Thunder Heart would appear out of nowhere.

Far away but beneath the same sky, Alan and
Martin were climbing through the tangled, dangerous branches of the
forest canopy, led by Nightpaw. The boys were sweaty and breathing
hard from their effort. Suddenly, Martin stopped.

“What’s the matter?” Alan asked.

“I’ve lost the ship.”

“What do you mean?”

“I was watching our path with my, you know,
my extrasenses. So we could find our way back to the ship. But now
I’ve lost track of where we are.”

“Great. What do we do now?”

“I’m sure I’ll be able to find it again. I
just need a place to rest.”

“Is everything all right?” Nightpaw asked,
perched on a branch.

“Fine,” Martin said.

“Can you tell us something?” Alan asked the
feline.

“Sure.”

“Who are you, where are we, where are we
going, and why are you taking us there?”

“That’s more than one thing,” Martin
noted.

“That’s true.” They both looked at Nightpaw.
The feline’s blue eyes seemed very large.

“Well … okay, my name is Nightpaw. I live in
the village of Me’la.” The word, even when spoken with his mind,
sound like an accented meow. “It’s over that way –“ he nodded his
head in a vague direction. “We are about twelve un’ga away, if that
means anything to you. I am taking you there because I think the
soldiers are after you. Any other questions?”

“What are psionics?” Martin asked.

“Government troops have been given psionic
weapons. They’re weapons of the mind. Very brutal.”

“Oh. Okay, I guess we can get going
again.”

“Would you mind if we rested some more?”
Nightpaw asked. “I don’t have your long legs, after all.”

“I can carry you, if you want,” Alan
said.

“Carry me?” This was a novel idea to
Nightpaw.

“Yeah, sure. Here.” Alan reached over and
carefully picked him up. It was a curious feeling for both;
Nightpaw had never been picked up before, while Alan was aware for
the first time that he was holding not a ‘dumb animal’ but an
intelligent being that was, in fact, even more highly evolved than
he was. He carefully placed the feline into a crook in his arm,
against his chest, with the feline on his side so he could see
where they were going.

“This is very interesting,” Nightpaw said,
chuckling.

“Yeah. I feel like a servant carrying a
king.”

“No, no, please!”

“So, yer highness,” Martin said, “which
way?”

“Well, since you guys seem to be serious
about this, it’s that way.” He raised a paw,
pointing.

“Okay.”

They followed the path Nightpaw had pointed
out. It was a moss-covered branch that curved gracefully upward,
and which was long enough to let the boys walk side by side. The
view was strange one, like being in the heart of an oil refinery.
But instead of blackened pipes, the forest was a tangle of soft
green and brown branches.

They walked for nearly an hour, until
Nightpaw said, “stop here.” Alan obediently halted.

Nightpaw lifted his head and looked around.
Taking a deep breath, he cried out, using his voice, making a
high-pitched wail that sounded like “reee!”.

They waited a few moments. Suddenly, a
feminine voice called telepathically, “Nightpaw! You’re back!”

A feline appeared on a branch nearby. She
was a tabby, with brown, white and gray stripes. She eyed the boys
carefully for a moment, then said, “who might you be? Or should I
say ‘what’?”

“They’re my friends,” Nightpaw said.

“Strange-looking friends,” she replied.

“Thanks a lot,” Martin grumbled.

“Sorry,” Nightpaw said. “Martin, Alan, this
is Quickdream. Quickdream, this is Martin and Alan. They’re from
another planet.”

“Really.”

“Really.”

“How come they call you Quickdream?” Alan
asked.

“When I was a baby, I used to talk in my
sleep, much earlier than children usually learn to speak.”

“Oh.”

“Let’s get going,” Nightpaw said.

“Where to?” Quickdream asked.

“To the village,” he replied.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. They’re friendly.”

“All right, let’s go.”

Quickdream led them along a narrow branch
that wound its way through the canopy like a crooked trail. Other,
smaller branches grew out of the sides and bottom, but not the top.
It was a perfect sidewalk.

After awhile, Martin picked up Quickdream to
keep their pace up. They chatted amiably, becoming fast
friends.

They followed the trail when suddenly the
close brush opened into a clearing. The branches below foot grew so
closely together that the canopy became a large platform of sorts,
about forty yards wide. The “ground” was broken by strange plants
that grew about six feet high. Each plant sprouted only a few
leaves; but the leaves were huge, looking heavy enough to crush
even Martin and Alan. Together, the giant leaves covered almost the
entire clearing.

“Welcome to Me’la village!” Nightpaw
said.

As they entered the little town, people
began to crowd around them, staring at them, calling out to them,
following them.

“Take it easy!” Nightpaw called to the
villagers.

“Over there,” Quickdream said above the
noise, pointing to the far corner of the village. The boys made
their way through the crowd, stepping carefully to avoid tripping
over one of the felines.

Finally they came to the spot Quickdream had
indicated. The boys quickly realized it was a home. Small cushions
were carefully arranged like furniture, and lying side by side upon
one little pile, like a pair of sphinxes, were two felines.

One was a large Siamese. His fur was dark
brown, nearly the same shade as Nightpaw. But there the similarity
ended; where Nightpaw was young and sleek, this feline’s fur was
matted, and dry with age. His ears had rough edges, he seemed to be
missing most of his whiskers, and he looked at them oddly, as if
his eyesight was bad.

The other feline was large, with white fur.
She looked even more worn and ragged than the Siamese. Her white
fur had bald, scarred patches, and three-quarters of her tail
seemed to have been cut off. One ear hung limply, and she was
missing some teeth. But her eyes shone brightly. The boys noticed
that one of her eyes was yellow, the other blue.

“These are our chiefs,” Nightpaw
announced.

“My name is Wisebrow,” the Siamese said.

“And I am called Thunderheart,” the white
feline said.

“Thunderheart!” Martin exclaimed.

“Yes,” she said.

“Is something the matter?” Wisebrow
asked.

“A coincidence, I guess,” Alan said.
“Thunder Heart is the name of the ship that brought us to your
world.”

“Really?” she asked, amused.

“Yes, really.”

“I am honored. I have carried the name with
pride my whole life, but now I will be doubly proud.”

“Oh …” Martin said. “And we are very
flattered that our ship has the same name as such a wise
chief.”

“What a polite people you are!” Wisebrow
laughed.

“Truly,” Thunderheart agreed.

“Thanks, man.”

“Why don’t you sit down?” Wisebrow said.
“Make yourselves at home.”

The boys made themselves comfortable on the
pillows.

“You said you were from another world,”
Thunderheart said.

“Yeah,” Martin said. “It’s very far away.
Oh, by the way, my name’s Martin. He’s Alan.”

“Howdy.”

“Martin and Alan,” Wisebrow said. “Tell me,
what brings you to our world?”

“That’s a long story,” Alan said.

“We would be fascinated to hear it, if you
don’t mind sharing it,” Thunderheart said.

And so the boys told them everything. They
began back home, and continued with meeting Roxanne and Lucy,
discovering the space ship, and embarking on their journey. As they
talked, villagers crowded outside the home of the chiefs, listening
eagerly. They cried out in terror as the boys recounted their
near-destruction at the black hole, and sighed in awe at the
description of their solar system as seen from space.

Eventually, their story petered out, yet the
conversation continued. Thunderheart and Wisebrow seemed eager to
hear everything they could about the boys, their homeworld, and the
space ship Thunder Heart. The boys were happy to tell them
everything; they had already realized that in the chiefs, and
indeed the people of Me’la village, they had discovered
friends.


Chapter Seven

 


Peak City had been carved into existence
with immense labor lasting centuries beyond count. At one time it
had been the capital of a powerful nation of millions. Its economy
was strong, its army unbeatable. But over time it decayed into
corruption and poverty, and at last it vanished, leaving only
ruined structures across the land. The people who were once its
citizens began to forget wars, division and hatred.

But after hundreds of years, fired by dreams
of past and future glory, it began twitching back to life. People
who were once humble townsfolk had their first taste of power, and
they wanted more.

Roxanne could feel their hunger, their lust
for power. They hid their feelings behind patriotism, but their
hearts were open to her. Too open. Their dark appetites shook her
to the core.

“I’ve decided I don’t like it here,” she
said with a sigh.

“I don’t blame you,” Lucy said absently. She
was busy using what the librarians called a “study box”. It was a
wooden cube, three feet on each side, carved with detailed pictures
of students and teachers. It worked on the same “mechanical
telepathy” principle as the guide-plate Brightsheen had used
earlier, but giving textbook knowledge in addition to
directions.

“It’s a nasty place,” Roxanne said.

“It can’t be that bad.”

“Trust me, it is.”

“Why don’t you go for a walk and look
around?”

“I can’t,” Roxanne replied. “Remember what
Brightsheen said?”

“Yes, yes,” Lucy said impatiently. She
pulled her head away from the study box and looked at her.

“You think I should go anyway, don’t you?”
Roxanne asked.

“Yes.”

“No way. You’ll get me in trouble.”

“Never mind then.” She turned back to her
study box and continued looking at the old city records.

“Maybe I should go out,” Roxanne said.

“All right,” Lucy said patiently.

“I probably shouldn’t, though.”

Lucy sighed heavily.

“Okay, okay,” Roxanne said. “But where
should I go?”

“Well, you like poetry, don’t you?”

“Yeah, so?”

“According to this box, there’s a poetry
society here. You could stop by and see what it’s like. Maybe you
could let them hear some of your own work.”
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