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Alpha Cas
 
Dream as if you’ll live forever.
 
—James Dean  

Prologue
 
ELENA KAZAMURA was having second thoughts, but she knew it was too late to back out now. Her life on Earth had been pulled up by the roots, rolled up into a ball, and loaded aboard the ship. She had nowhere else to go. So she stood in line with her fellow travelers, clutching her carry-on bag and waiting for the doors to open.
She had applied for the trip a little over two years ago. Elena was married then, and the whole thing was really Jack’s idea, but at the time she didn’t care where she spent the rest of her life, so long as she could spend it with Jack. After months of tests and exams and background screening, they were both accepted into the program, and not only that, they would be going on the very first ship. They’d be making history.
Reluctant at first, Elena eventually came to embrace the idea of leaving the planet forever. Earth had nothing for them anymore. She had a dead-end job at the recal factory and Jack hadn’t found work in over a year. They couldn’t afford a clean-air hab so they lived in a rundown apartment with two other couples and wore masks most of the day. Privacy was a thing of the past. Compared to their meager existence on Earth, life aboard Hannah’s Promise would be glorious.
As it happened, things didn’t quite work out that way. Two months before the launch, Jack Kazamura was on a routine training mission near Luna base when his command module exploded. Elena was devastated. NASA offered to excuse her from the program, but at that point she couldn’t imagine doing anything else with her life. Jack would want her to go, to continue what they’d both agreed was their only hope for the future.
And now she had an additional reason for going. Three weeks before Jack’s ill-fated mission, they’d managed to snag a weekend on Luna base with a private room for just the two of them. It had been a wonderful two days, nothing to do but relax and enjoy each other’s company. As a result of that weekend, Elena would not be going to the stars alone; she would be bringing a new life with her, a life that would never have to suffer the misery and devastation of Earth. It was a girl, and Elena had already decided her name would be Hannah.
Elena gazed up at the giant transparent panels overhead, part of the vast dome that enclosed the Ceres spaceport. Hannah’s Promise sat outside on steel tracks, dwarfing the dome, stretching out well beyond Elena’s view. All she could see of the ship was a towering red and white complex of beams and plastic panels that housed the furled sails, but even that was an impressive sight. Elena imagined the scene might have been similar to one from the early part of the twentieth century, with anxious travelers waiting intently on the docks as they gazed up in awe at the giant smokestacks and tall decks of the massive steamship that would carry them to the New World.
The New World. Elena had to smile at that. Those early travelers may have felt as if they were journeying to a new world, but they would in fact arrive at their destination firmly attached to the same planet they had left.
Elena’s thoughts were interrupted by a distant hissing noise. The doors opened and the line began to move. Taking a deep breath, she followed her fellow travelers into the unknown.
 
Commander William Tennyson stood on a high catwalk, hands gripped around a steel railing, overlooking the hundreds of volunteers as they shuffled through the vast entryway below.
He watched them slow to study the giant monitors arrayed around the room, looking for their names and cabin assignments. They were excited and they were nervous, Tennyson thought, but mostly they were all so young. What kind of a life was this, he wondered, for people with so many years ahead of them?
At forty-six, Commander Tennyson was no longer young, at least by the standards of his passengers, but he could feel the same sense of raw apprehension at embarking on such an unprecedented journey. He would never see Earth again, and like most of the travelers milling about below in their brightly colored jumpsuits, he would never again live anywhere outside the confines of this ship. In the months leading up to the voyage, Tennyson had received most of the media accolades for volunteering to lead this intrepid band of travelers on their historic quest, but he felt unworthy of the attention. He knew who the real heroes were.
Tennyson was joined on the walkway by his chief engineer, Winston Montgomery. The ion-drive expert was a few years older than Tennyson, and unlike his unmarried commander, was embarking on the journey with his family, a wife and two sons. Montgomery stopped alongside Tennyson and gripped the cold steel rail. He seemed to barely notice the throngs of travelers moving through the vast hallway below.
“Launch mech is a go,” he said. The engineer was not much given to small talk.
Tennyson nodded. The launch mechanism was not part of the ship, it was part of the asteroid. A 300-kilometer track lined with powerful supercooled magnets ran across the surface of the dwarf planet to accelerate the eighteen-teragram vessel at 0.5 mps-squared, one-twentieth the acceleration of Earth’s gravity. The spaceship would achieve liftoff on centrifugal force alone at the 210-kilometer mark—it would essentially be at orbital velocity for a zero-altitude orbit—and the ship’s ion drive would take over after that, continuing the acceleration at a meager .0005 mps-squared. The ship would circle the large asteroid at slowly increasing altitudes for several weeks, until it was far enough into space to unfurl the sails.
“Still anticipating a zero-six-hundred launch time?” Montgomery asked anxiously.
Tennyson looked over at his engineer and smiled. Montgomery was a good man, devoted to his family and a fine engineer. Possibly a little over-anxious. There wasn’t any launch window for a space trip that would take a hundred years, and a few hours one way or another wasn’t going make a lot of difference.
“Soon as everyone’s had a chance to settle in,” Tennyson said, “I’ll make the announcement.”
Montgomery nodded solemnly.
Tennyson turned back to the crowds below. His thoughts drifted to the future, and what that future would hold for these men and women, and their descendants. The children and grandchildren of these volunteers would be the first human beings to live under a new sun. No one would be around to tell them what to do. More colonists would follow, several thousand every five years, but the first settlers would establish the laws, the culture, and the values of the new colony. He wondered if they would take these values from the world they were leaving, the world they had nearly destroyed. Or would they use the opportunity to create something better?

Chapter 1
 
THE HATCH on the landing pod opened with a hiss, releasing wisps of steam. Cold air rushed in. Kellin Rhonden poked his head out and surveyed the moonlit meadow, his first glimpse of Earth. The night air was crisp and clean and smelled of pine. The trees and grass looked familiar, if not exactly like home. The dark sky was crystal clear, sprinkled with brilliant stars.
Kellin brushed back his long blond hair and blew into his gloved hands. His breath steamed. He leaned farther out of the hatch and inspected the imprint left by the landing gear. The ground looked solid, so he pulled himself out of the pod and lowered his booted feet to the scorched grass, blackened by the landing. Bouncing on his toes, he felt light, like he’d lost ten kilos. Glendir had said the planet’s gravity would be only ninety-two percent of normal. That seemed about right.
Kellin raised his hands to his thin face. The outside temperature was only a few degrees Celsius. His glossy blue jumpsuit kept his body warm, but his uncovered face was freezing.
“It’s cold,” he said. “Why is it so cold?”
Glendir Lywis rose up through the hatch and felt the chill air.
“I don’t know,” he said, frowning. “Maybe they like it this way.”
Glendir was twenty years older than Kellin, and looked like he didn’t want to be here. He had a solemn face with dark eyes, dark skin, and a salt-and-pepper beard that blocked out most of what had over the last five years become a more or less permanent scowl.
Glendir lifted a small silver case out of the pod and handed it down to Kellin, then climbed out, closed the hatch, and joined his shipmate at the base of the pod.
For a long moment, neither said a word as they scanned their strange surroundings. The landing pod stood silently behind them, a smooth white sphere five meters across, three sturdy legs at the base. It looked like a marble statue.
Kellin was smiling, trying to grasp the signifi­cance of the moment. They had found it. Earth! The Lost Planet. Stories about Earth had been passed down from generation to genera­tion, stories of mighty ships with giant solar sails riding the cosmic winds to distant stars, to settle new worlds, including their own. The names of the mountains and seas of their world were said to be the names of the early settlers—Montgomery, Kazamura, Tennyson.
Few people believed it, though. The stories of Earth were thousands of years old, or maybe even tens of thousands. They’d fallen into the realm of myths, hardly believed anymore, except by small children and a few members of the Earth Society, a loose-knit band of oddballs, misfits, and conspiracy buffs who maintained a doubtful collection of books and artifacts supposedly recovered from the ruins of the original settlements.
Kellin had always believed in Earth. As a history professor, he had taught the ancient legends for years, ignoring the skepticism and even ridicule from his colleagues, with the idea that he might inspire his students to look to the stars for their purpose in life.
And now they were standing on the legendary planet. The ancient stories were true, and he would bring back proof.
A soft breeze rustled through the underbrush. The forest around the clearing was a wall of black, jagged treetops silhouetted against a charcoal sky. The only light was a dim glow to the south, and a three-quarter moon. Across the darkened meadow, crickets chirped and bullfrogs croaked.
Glendir cocked his head. “What’s that?” he said.
“What?”
“That noise. It’s all around us.”
Kellin couldn’t place it. He closed his eyes to focus on the sound, and the longer he remained still, the louder the chirping and croaking seemed to become.
Suddenly his eyes lit up.
“Animals!” he whispered excitedly.
“Animals?” Glendir said. “What’s that?”
“Stories I heard. Books from the Earth Society. About—”
A loud fluttering in the trees cut him off. An owl soared across the clearing. Both men hit the deck. The owl banked north, disappearing into the forest. Kellin and Glendir lay quietly in the blackened grass for a long moment, then peered up anxiously from the ground.
“Animals fly?” Glendir asked cautiously.
“Apparently.”
They lay on the ground awhile longer. The chirping from the forest continued, but wasn’t getting any louder. Kellin climbed to his feet and inspected the trees. No sign of the owl.
“What do you want to do?” he asked.
Glendir wasn't sure how to answer. This was not going well, not even a little bit. They’d been on this unknown planet all of five minutes and he was ready to leave.
Glendir knew they weren’t going to find anything here. Like most of his colleagues back at the university, in fact most of the people he knew, he approached the ancient Earth legends with logic and reason. In other words, he dismissed them entirely. However habitable this planet might be, it wasn’t Earth. It couldn’t be.
To Glendir, the idea that a planet would send colonists to the stars and then lose track of them forever was absurd. If the stories were true, evidence of the early settlers would be everywhere, but their world yielded nothing—no rusting spaceships, no crumbling ruins, no bones of ancient astronauts. The Earth Society’s artifacts had never been authenticated as anything other than the possible remnants of an earlier civilization.
Glendir knew that Kellin was associated with the Earth Society in some capacity. Kellin's theories about Earth were well known around the university, although before the mission Glendir had known the young history professor only in passing. It was the Council’s decision to accept Kellin’s application for this trip, not his. Unfortunately the Council was not blessed with an abundance of scientists, and so their beliefs more often paralleled Kellin’s than his own, a situation that did not generally work in his favor. As it turned out, the Council could not have found two more dissimilar personalities for this mission.
To Glendir, the difference between the two of them was simple. He was a scientist and Kellin wasn’t. Glendir’s beliefs were based on evidence and logic. Kellin’s were based on something else. Glendir had no idea what that was, and he had given up a long time ago trying to figure it out. During their eight-month journey through space Glendir and Kellin had avoided their differences, mostly by not speaking to each other. Whenever Kellin would men­tion the Earth Society, Glendir would quickly dismiss the group as a sorry collection of misguided dreamers, and that would end the discussion.
Glendir had made this trip for one reason only; to prove that the Kumar, his faster-than-light space­ship, worked. He didn't really care where they went, although he might have preferred a more interesting system like Sirius or Barnard’s star. It was the Council’s decision to send them to Alpha Cas, based on some improbable notion that a mystical world with advanced medical tech­nology existed out here beyond the stars. Their planet was in desperate need of such technology, but Glendir was certain they were wasting their time looking for it here.
But Glendir was a scientist, and like all scientists he was driven by a curiosity that sometimes overwhelmed caution. He stood and dusted himself off. “We’d better get moving,” he said, pointing to the glow in the south. “That way.”
Kellin picked up the silver case and followed him across the clearing. A thick layer of wet snow crunched underfoot as they made their way through the valley.
They’d covered only a few hundred meters when the clearing began to narrow. The trees closed in, casting eerie shadows across their path. It was quieter here, the sounds of the crickets and frogs fading in the distance. The two men walked cautiously between the trees, inspecting each one for signs of danger.
The forest contained a mix of trees in large groves. Glendir wasn’t sure he’d seen trees quite like these. The firs looked too straight and tall. They grew too close together. The trunks of the birch trees were too white. Several of the trees he didn’t recognize at all. He reached out to a maple tree with his gloved hand. The bark felt rough and sticky. When he pulled his hand back, a pair of eyes were staring at him from behind a snowdrift, ten meters away.
The eyes were small and round, too small for a human. They glowed in the moonlight like tiny beads. Glendir stopped short, staring nervously at the creature.
Kellin turned to see what Glendir was looking at, and spotted the beady eyes. He stepped toward them and they quickly disappeared behind the snowdrift. Bushes rustled as the animal skittered away.
Glendir stared at the bushes. “It didn’t fly,” he said.
“No, it ran away.”
“The other one flew.”
Kellin thought about that for a moment. “There may be more than one kind of animal.”
Glendir nodded. That made sense.
Another kilometer passed and they reached a break in the trees. A two-lane highway crossed their path. Stopping at the edge of the pavement, Glendir knelt down for a better look. The black surface was free of snow and perfectly smooth. It felt like hard plastic.
“What is it?” Kellin asked.
“A footpath, I think.”
Kellin looked up and down the road, but the moon was low in the sky, and he could only see a short distance in each direction.
“Where does it go?” he asked, looking for all the world like Glendir ought to know where the road went.
Glendir shook his head and rose to his feet. He briefly studied the tall trees where the snow-covered path met the highway, then gestured to the southeast, where the glow on the horizon was growing brighter.
“This way,” he said.
 
Kellin and Glendir walked side by side down the center of the highway, conveniently marked by a thin white stripe. Trees on either side of the road were a good twenty meters away, instilling in Glendir a moderate sense of safety. Animals apparently liked the trees, and Glendir was happy to give them their space. The moon had set and it was darker now than when they landed, despite the glow in the sky from whatever lay ahead.
The road crested a small rise. To the left, Glendir spotted a low hill, clear of trees, with an outcropping of rocks at the base. He pointed to the rocks. “You want to rest awhile?” he asked. “That looks like a safe spot.”
“I’m not tired,” Kellin replied. “Are you?”
Neither had slept in almost twenty hours. Glendir was in good shape for a man his age, but he was feeling the effects of the last ten kilometers, despite the reduced gravity.
Glancing again at the rocks, he decided they didn’t look that safe after all. Plenty of crevices and shadows and small places to hide.
“I guess not,” he said, and the two men con­tinued down the center of the highway.
A minute later Glendir again broke the silence.
“What else have they told you?”
Kellin looked at him, puzzled. “Who?”
“Your friends in the Earth Society.”
“You mean that sorry collection of misguided dreamers?”
“I’m not saying they’re right.”
Kellin shrugged. “You’ve heard the stories.”
“I never heard of animals.”
“You just never listened.”
Glendir frowned. He had heard the stories. When he was a small boy, his mother would sit by his bed in the evening, spinning fantastic tales about distant stars and giant ships and brave travelers who came to their planet, to create a world where they all could live in peace and abundance. When­ever Glendir would ask his father about these tales, his father would only smile and shake his head. By the time Glendir was ten he understood the world a lot better, and began to take his father’s side in the matter. Two years later his mother died, and that was the end of stories about Earth.
Glendir’s thoughts were interrupted by a rumble echoing in the distance. Both men paused to listen.
“What’s that?” Kellin said.
Glendir shook his head. Far down the road he saw a sharp point of light, bright and distinct. The rumble was coming from that direction, and it was quickly growing louder.
As the two men watched, the light brightened and split in two. The rumble became a roar. The men froze in the middle of the road, silhouetted by the glare, unsure what to do. The lights drew closer, brighter, and a huge dark shape formed behind the lights, dwarfing the two men.
The lights were blinding now, the roar over­powering, and still the men didn’t move. The massive object bore down on them, closing quickly. Suddenly a deafening horn blared, and at the last instant Kellin shoved Glendir out of the way and leapt to the other side of the road.
The truck thundered past.
Kellin and Glendir lay completely still, invisible in the dark, on oppo­site sides of the road. Glendir whispered hoarsely. “Kellin? Are you okay?”
“I think so.”
“Where are you?”
“Over here.”
Glendir took a deep breath. That was close.  Whatever that was, it just missed them. Glendir guessed it was some kind of transport, either remotely piloted, or more likely controlled by someone or something on board. It didn’t seem to be overtly hostile. The blaring noise could have been some kind of warning, in case the bright lights and loud rumbling weren’t enough. Still, it could have killed them, and for the first time since they landed, Glendir’s growing fear was beginning to overcome his innate curiosity. He wondered if Kellin felt the same, and called across the road.
“You think we should keep going?” he said.
“You want to turn back?” came the reply from the dark. There was a hint of confusion or possibly disappointment in the voice.
“Maybe we should wait for daylight,” Glendir offered.
“When’s that?” Kellin asked.
“I’m not sure.”
“Let’s not waste time, then.”
Kellin picked him­self up and located the silver case on the ground a few meters away. He grabbed the case, then sprinted across the road to where Glendir was sitting in the snow.
“Let’s keep going,” he said.
Glendir frowned. He didn’t want to keep going. This had been a bad idea from the start. They’d landed on the planet on little more than a whim, with no plan or strategy, and had almost gotten killed for their trouble. Flying the landing pod to the planet’s surface had been a mistake, Glendir realized now. The pod was small and unprotected, and capable of only a single descent and takeoff. The Kumar was equipped with a much larger tender, a cargo transport, a silvery disc more than a hundred meters across. The transport could’ve made several hops around the planet, and even explored it from the air. They could’ve stayed safely aboard the transport for several days while they studied the planet, without exposing themselves to any danger.
But the cargo transport’s size was also a problem. The ship would’ve effected a spectacular entrance into the planet's atmosphere, and Glendir wasn’t sure that would have been the best strategy.
What Glendir wanted to do now was go back to the landing pod, return to the Kumar, and then maybe figure out their next move from the safety of the ship. That would be the smart thing to do.
He just needed to convince Kellin of that.
He climbed to his feet. “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he said. “This place is too dangerous. These animals, or whatever they are, if they can control objects like that thing that almost hit us . . .”
“Animals aren’t like that,” Kellin said. “They don’t think the way we do. I’m not sure they can think at all. They’re not dangerous.”
“How do you know that? The Earth Society? Kellin, we can’t risk our lives on fairy tales.”
“Fairy tales? We’re here, Glendir. We found it.”
“We don’t know what we’ve found.”
“It’s Earth. It has to be.”
“If Earth existed, we’d have proof.”
“There’s proof.” Kellin hesitated before offering more, but finally added, “The Earth Society has proof.”
Glendir folded his arms. “Kellin, the Earth Society doesn’t have a shred of scientific evidence to support their theories. I don’t know what you think we’re going to find here, but I guarantee you we’re not going to discover the secret of life.”
The secret of life. That was the purpose of the mission, the reason the Council had sent them here. Stories told by the Earth Society spoke of fan­tastic medical miracles, cures for every known disease, surgery to replace a heart, even medicines to extend a man’s life. But they were just stories. Glendir had never believed them.
“We need to turn back,” he said. “We don’t know anything about this place.”
“And if we don’t keep going,” Kellin insisted, “we never will.”
Glendir didn’t have an immediate response and Kellin pushed his advantage. “We’re here, Glendir. We made it. Your rocket ship worked and we made it to Earth. And now we have a chance to bring back the cure. If the stories about Earth are even halfway true, they have the technology. They can save us, save everyone. But if we leave now, we’ll never know. We’ll leave with nothing. And what do we tell everyone back home when they ask us what we found? That we got spooked? Scared? That we left before we had a chance to talk to anyone? What are they going to say to that?”
Glendir frowned. Kellin, for all his faults, could make a pretty good argument. But he was wrong about one thing. This wasn’t Earth. Glendir had no idea how or why this planet seemed to match the descriptions in the ancient myths, but he was certain this could not be the home of his ancestors. That was impossible. There had to be another explanation, and it had to be some­thing unimaginable. It would definitely help to have that explanation when they returned home.
“Okay,” Glendir said reluctantly. “But we’re not taking any more chances.”
 
The two men continued toward the southeast, walking alongside the road, well off the pavement. A wind picked up and followed at their backs, rustling the tops of the trees and scattering orange and yellow leaves across the highway. The moon had set over the hills to their right. The stars overhead was fading into the early dawn.
Up ahead, an odd shape appeared alongside the road, a featureless black cube the size of a house. The sides of the cube were completely flat and colorless, as if the walls absorbed every frequency of light. The men slowed their pace.
“What’s that?” Kellin asked.
Glendir shook his head. The cube was set back a ways from the road, close to the trees. It was inert, motionless, and somehow non-threatening. It seemed to ignore its surroundings. Kellin and Glendir gave it a wide berth as they passed.
Over the next few kilometers the sky grew brighter, and Glendir relaxed as the morning wore on. He continued to study the strange land­scape, but less now out of fear and more once again out of curiosity. The men passed more black cubes, some clus­tered together in groups of three or four. They were all the same size, and indistinguishable except for a few with plants and flowers growing around them in what appeared to be careful arrangements.
Kellin and Glendir were skirting one of these black cubes when another vehicle approached from up ahead. They moved back and crouched behind a row of thick berry bushes, watching as the white flatbed truck roared past. The truck was tall and wide, and had no wheels. It glided along a few centimeters above the road, emitting an odd whine. The truck had mark­ings on the side clearly visible in the early morning light—a round symbol with stars and leaves in the center, and the designation WPCA 47115285. Kellin and Glendir studied the markings carefully.
After the truck passed, Glendir turned to Kellin.
“Something’s wrong,” he said.
“What?”
“If the legend’s true, when did Earth send colo­nists to the stars? How long ago?”
“No one knows for sure. Ten thousand years, at least. Why?”
“That can’t be right.”

Chapter 2
 
CONSTANCE DAWKINS sat up quickly in bed. She looked around the room and couldn’t see a thing. She blinked a few times, but it was pitch black in her Boston apartment, and no amount of blinking was going to change that.
A chime rang in the dark and Dawkins cursed. That must have been what woke her up. She was used to getting calls at all hours, but she didn’t like it. What’s more, everyone who worked for her knew she didn’t like it, so the call had to be important.
A faint glow from the dresser indicated the source of the chime. Dawkins climbed out of bed and padded across the floor to find out what was so horribly urgent. Reaching out to the dresser, she picked up a small device that projected a tiny image of a man in a gray uniform onto the top of the dresser.
“What is it?” she asked brusquely, making no attempt to conceal her anger.
“Not sure,” said the tiny man in gray. “Some kind of aircraft. Spotted a few kilometers south of here.” The man wore a dark blue vest over his gray uniform. A round patch on the front of the vest was embroidered with leaves and stars and the letters WPCA. Stenciled above the patch was the name STANTON.
“Aircraft?” Dawkins furrowed her brow in the dark. She was a tall woman, 180 centimeters and slightly built, with a very attractive face, especially when she smiled, which was never. “Are you sure?” she said.
“Yes, ma’am,” Stanton said. “Got the call five minutes ago. Witnesses reported the object low in the sky and moving fast.”
“What do you think?” Dawkins said. “Laggers?”
“Got to be,” Stanton said. “One problem though.”
“What’s that?”
“The aircraft apparently landed west of the Hudson.”
Dawkins hesitated, pondering her options. This could be exactly what she was looking for, but it was out of her jurisdiction.
“Does New York know about it yet?” she asked.
“I don’t think so.”
“All right,” the woman said, “organize a patrol and check it out.”
 
Peter Covington was alone in the kitchen, eating a bowl of lukewarm oatmeal and gazing out anxiously at the backyard. The walls of the house, flat black on the outside and completely transparent inside, afforded a pleasant view of the garden in back, but the interior walls were solid, so Peter didn't see the white van pull up in front of the house and hover at the curb.
He did, however, hear the commotion outside, so he set his bowl down and padded into the living room in his socks to see what was going on. He promptly froze in his tracks.
Peter watched in alarm as two men in gray uniforms and blue vests hopped from the van and crossed the snow-covered lawn. He ran into the kitchen and found his boots drying next to the recalorator. He sat quickly to pull them on, then jumped up and sprinted to a hall closet, grabbing a heavy coat and throwing it over his shoulders. He dug a knit cap out of one of the coat pockets and pulled it over his dirty blond hair, almost down to his eyes. His clothes were ragged and he looked like a bum, but that was the least of his concerns at the moment. He ran back to the kitchen, yanked open a cabinet door, and began stuffing his coat with calorie packets.
A chime sounded, surprising him. He hadn’t ex­pected anyone to ring the bell. He stepped cautiously into the living room, and through the walls of the house he could see the men in gray and blue waiting patiently on the porch. That was a good sign. If they were sure this was the right house, they would’ve dropped the walls and barged right in.
Peter decided to risk answering the chime. He was curious how much the men knew. His Covington creds were only six months old, but he'd had a couple of issues with them recently, and had begun to suspect they had been compromised. Tossing his coat and hat onto an overstuffed sofa, he stepped up to the door.
Outside the house, the men in gray stood on a concrete porch facing a flat black wall. To the men, the entire two-story house was nothing more than a black cube, eight meters on a side, with no doors or windows. It looked exactly the same as every other house on the block. The patch of concrete at the base of the cube was the only clue to where the men might find an entrance.
As the men watched, a hole the size of a quarter appeared in the wall directly in front of them. The hole grew quickly to a circle two meters in diameter, forming an entrance. Peter was standing in the middle of the circle, inside the house.
“Peter Covington?” one of the men asked.
Peter tensed at the name. “He doesn’t live here anymore. Had to kick him out.” Peter thought lying to the officers might’ve been a mistake, but it was the first thing that came to mind.
The uniformed man looked skeptical. “What about his brother?” he asked. His blue vest had a round patch on the front with stars and leaves and the letters WPCA. Above the patch was the name HOBBS.
“Never met him,” Peter said. “What’s this about, anyway?”
“We have some questions for Mr. Covington.”
“What kind of questions?”
Hobbs ignored Peter’s query. He seemed more interested in getting a look inside.
“This house isn’t hardwired?” he asked.
Peter shook his head. “Interference problem. Supposed to be fixed next week.”
Hobbs nodded and Peter started to relax, until the uniformed man reached into a vest pocket and withdrew a small black box the size of a deck of cards. The top of the box glowed deep blue. Hobbs held the box out to Peter.
“Thumb, please.”
Ordinarily, Peter would’ve been happy to supply a thumbprint. His credentials would identify him as Peter Covington, a respectable member of society and the brother of a famous writer. Based on that, the authorities would thank him and leave. The only problem was, he’d already told them he wasn’t Peter Covington.
He backed up quickly and waved a hand across the rim of the door. The men reached out to stop him, but they were too late. The opening disappeared, leaving the uniformed men alone on the porch, once again facing a flat black wall.
The men wasted no time signaling the white van. Moments later the outside walls of the house disappeared completely, turning the house inside out, exposing every room to the morning sun and the cold winter air. Four men in gray and blue uniforms sprang from the van and raced across the snow, joining the two on the porch. They all rushed into the house and ran to the kitchen just as Peter, bundled in coat and hat, disap­peared through a wooden door to the basement. The men ran to the door and one of them yanked on it, but Peter had locked it behind him—a mechan­ical lock. The men could’ve easily disabled any kind of power lock or light barrier, but they weren’t prepared for this.
The largest of the men stepped up to the door and battered it with a shoulder, breaking through on the third try. The men clambered through the shattered doorway into the darkness, and all six fell three meters to a hard dirt floor, having failed to anticipate the lack of stairs. A rope ladder hung from the base of the door, but the ladder was difficult to see until someone turned on a flashlight.
The flashlight beam spun around the dusty basement and landed on the entrance to a darkened tunnel, hollowed out of dirt and supported by thick wooden beams. The men jumped to their feet, none significantly disabled by the fall, and charged the tunnel entrance. Twenty meters in, the tunnel divided into three more tunnels. The men split up into pairs, but soon the three tunnels branched again, becoming nine tunnels, then twenty-seven, then eighty-one. Several of the branches led to dead ends. Several more joined up with other branches farther into the maze.
Peter was gone. 

Chapter 3
 
KELLIN AND GLENDIR approached the outskirts of a small town. The highway widened to four lanes, suggesting increased vehicular activity, but traffic at this hour was non-existent. Tree-lined streets crossed the high­way every hundred meters or so. Rows of black cubes, slumbering in the cool dawn, lined the highway and each of the wide cross streets. The town was quiet, the concrete sidewalks empty. Up ahead, a light hovered over an intersection, changing color every so often from green to yellow to red.
The sun was above the horizon now, but still low in the sky. To Kellin and Glendir, the light from this star was somehow more pleasing than the light from their own sun, although the difference was due as much to the atmosphere as the star itself. This star was noticeably brighter, but also softer, not at all glaring. It painted the landscape in brilliant colors, and blanketed the hills with a warm, golden hue. Shadows were crisper, with more contrast. The sky was a much deeper blue.
They walked into the town and stopped at the first intersection. Near the curb on the cross street was a long row of green tubes, each about two meters across, four meters long, and a meter high. The tubes were round on one end and flat on the other. They appeared to be made of metal or plastic. A silver dome with a curved base sat on top of each tube, flush with the sides. Kellin walked up to one of the tubes and ran a gloved hand over it. The surface was smooth and slippery. The tubes looked like some form of trans­portation, although it wasn’t obvious to Kellin who or what they were supposed to transport.
“Don’t touch anything,” Glendir said, exactly as he might’ve said it to his eight-year-old daughter back home.
Kellin shrugged as if to say, whatever, then stepped back to the side­walk. The two men continued cautiously up the street.
On the next block was a tree-lined field, free of cubes and covered in snow. Benches scattered throughout the field suggested a park or playground. Beyond it was a long, paved plaza surrounded by colorful buildings, all decorated with tall placards displaying eye-catching logos and bright names in stylized fonts, indicating shops and stores. Brightly-colored banners hung from poles attached to the structures. Elaborate signs with inviting advertise­ments stood in the middle of the plaza, away from the buildings.
Kellin and Glendir crossed through the park and headed toward the marketplace. Like everything else in town, the plaza showed no signs of life. All of the shops appeared to be closed. The morning sun was low in the sky behind the buildings, leaving the plaza mostly in shadow.
The men crept warily past the dark storefronts. The walls of the buildings were made of a textured plastic simulating brick or tile or even wood, in contrast to the drab black houses that didn’t seem to be made of anything.
Shop windows had no glass. Stores displayed furniture, clothing, food, electronic equipment, robots, and other items in plain view. At one shop Kellin spotted a pair of shoes in the open window. He found the white cloth and rubber footwear oddly attractive, and they appeared to be his size. He reached through the window to pick them up, but just as his hand approached the shoes, a sphere of blue light formed around the merchan­dise, envel­oping it. Kellin’s hand bounced off the light.
Glendir exhaled in a low whistle. “Charged-photon matrix,” he said nervously. “A good one, too. Not much leakage.”
Kellin looked at his hand for damage, but the blue light had felt like soft rubber. His hand was uninjured.
The two men continued slowly through the plaza, past stores and offices, toward what appeared to be a large, circular exhibit hall. Faintly at first, louder as they approached, they heard voices, unintelligible. Glendir grabbed Kellin by the arm and yanked him into a dark doorway, a recessed entrance to a red brick building.
“What is it?” Kellin asked excitedly.
“Shh!”
Kellin and Glendir crouched in the doorway and listened. They couldn’t make out the words, but the voices didn’t sound threatening. Impatient, Kellin set the silver case on the ground, snuck forward, and peered around the side of the building. Nothing. The voices weren’t coming from the exhibit hall, but from the far end of the plaza.
Kellin ducked back into the doorway. “We need to get closer.”
 
Glendir thought they were close enough. He hunkered by the door, listen­ing intently. He could hear several different voices, and occasional bursts of laughter.
He frowned at the noise. There wasn’t much question now that this planet was alive, but alive with what? He had to admit the voices sounded a lot like English, which would be hard to reconcile on a planet more than four light-years from home. For a brief moment he entertained the idea that English might be some kind of universal language, built into the chemistry of brains everywhere. But the idea sounded stupid even to Glendir, and he quickly dismissed it. There had to be another explanation.
He found himself once again fighting the urge to return to the landing pod. Even though locating the source of the voices might be their best chance to learn about this planet, they were exposed here, and he was tired. He and Kellin had been up all night. Before they left the Kumar they hadn’t worked out any kind of plan for exploring the planet, other than to look around and hopefully react in time to any threats. So far all they’d seen were threats. In any case, they had to return to the ship soon. The Kumar wasn't designed for extended down times.
“Let’s just stay here a minute,” he said to his shipmate. “Get some rest.”
“You can stay if you want,” Kellin said, picking up the silver case. Without another word he stepped out of the shadows and dashed off across the plaza.
“Kellin, wait!” Glendir called as loud as he dared, but Kellin had already disappeared behind the curved walls of the exhibit hall.
Glendir crouched lower and scanned the empty plaza. Voices were still echoing in the distance. A bird flew in from the park and fluttered to a landing on a wooden advertising sign ten meters away. Glendir shuffled back a step, then heard more fluttering from behind. He spun around and saw two more birds pecking at something on the ground. Nervously eyeing the birds and the shadowy structures behind them, he began to imagine all sorts of faceless horrors inside, creeping through the hallways, peering out the windows, waiting to attack. The thought made him shiver, and he began to feel short of breath. As frightened as he’d been with Kellin around, being on his own was worse. He climbed quickly to his feet and hurried off to find his shipmate.
He reached the exhibit hall and worked his way around to the dark side of the building. No sign of Kellin. He moved a few steps away for a better view and that’s when he saw them. Two white vans hovering near the edge of the plaza. The vans were tall and boxy, with flashing blue and yellow lights on top. They floated a few centimeters off the ground, like the trucks they had seen earlier on the road. A dozen men in gray uniforms and blue vests were leaning against the vans, drinking from paper cups, chatting and joking in the early morning light.
Glendir stared at the men in shock. A million thoughts flashed through his mind. These were people. Real people. Like himself. Like everyone he knew. How was that possible? Who were they?
And had they seen him?
Glendir glanced around quickly, looking for a place to hide. The plaza was wide open. The men by the vans were talking to each other and not looking in his direction, but that could change at any moment.
Glendir was about to run back into the shadows of the exhibit hall when off to his left he spotted Kellin, thirty meters away, crouching behind a short metal sign in front of a small grocery store. He made a dash for the sign, diving at the last second and rolling to the ground next to his surprised shipmate. He lay there a moment taking inventory. All of his body parts seemed to be in order. He wasn’t hurt.
 
Kellin was grinning ear to ear. “Glendir,” he said, his voice ringing in triumph. “Did you see that? They’re people! I knew it!”
Glendir rolled to his knees and raised his eyes above the sign. “I see them,” he said with little enthusiasm. He studied the men’s uniforms, then looked down at his own shiny blue outfit.
“We need to get some clothes, maybe we could—“
“Get down!”
The voice came from behind them. It wasn’t loud, more of a hoarse whisper.
Kellin and Glendir spun around. Ten paces away, Peter Covington was climbing out of a hole in the ground near the grocery store. A heavy metal cover had been pushed aside. The hole looked like some kind of access hatch for a drainage ditch or sewer system.
“Get down!” Peter repeated. “They’ll see you!”
Glendir did exactly as Peter said, ducking down behind the sign. Kellin didn’t. He stood with his hands on his hips and gazed at the young Earth­ling in amazement.
The look on Peter’s face was pure terror.
“Get out of here!” he said in exasperation, but Kellin ignored the warning, smiling and moving in closer.
Peter lifted himself clear of the hole and quickly replaced the cover. He ran to the grocery store entrance and rattled the door, but it was locked. He turned around and backed up to the door, eyeing Kellin warily.
“You’re not PC, are you?” he said.
“PC?” Kellin asked.
Before Peter could respond, a loud banging behind Kellin startled them both. In the distance, the men in uniform were finishing up their morning break, tossing paper cups and slamming open doors to the vans. Kellin and Peter watched as the men casually climbed aboard, closed the doors, and drove out of the plaza. Peter breathed a sigh of relief. Incredibly, they hadn’t been spotted.
Kellin wasn’t so sure, although the uniformed men had seemed friendly enough.
Glendir ran over and hovered near Kellin. Peter glanced nervously back and forth at the two men, stopping at Glendir’s face. The gray beard and the lines around his eyes seemed to relax him.
“No, you’re not,” he said, answering his earlier question, then added, “What camp are you from?”
Kellin shook his head. “We’re not from a camp.”
“If you’re trying to find the safe house,” Peter said, “forget it. PC just raided the place.”
“Safe house?” Kellin was clueless.
Peter nodded. “Walls are down. They almost nailed me. You’d better get outta here.”
Kellin was about to ask what all of that meant when a high-pitched whine echoed through the plaza. Suddenly, two white vans raced across the lot and slithered to a stop in front of the grocery store. Eight men armed with black metal tubes jumped out.
“Go!” Peter yelled, and turned to run, but managed only a few steps before he was cut down by an amber discharge from one of the black tubes. He fell to the ground and rolled on the concrete. He tried to stagger to his feet, but didn’t have the strength. Two of the men in gray retrieved him, hauling him up by his arms and dragging him toward the lead van.
Horrified, Glendir backed into the shadows.
Kellin, unperturbed, stepped forward with the silver case and ad­dressed the armed men.
“What are you doing?” he asked respectfully.
One of the men, apparently the leader, looked Kellin up and down and scowled. His blue vest, stretched around his rather large midsection, identified him as SANDERS. He pointed a pudgy finger at Peter and said to Kellin, “You know this man?”
Kellin shook his head. Peter’s captors opened a door in the back of the van and tossed the dazed Earthling inside.
Kellin glared at Sanders. “Where are you taking him?” he said.
“Go home,” Sanders replied. “We’ve got this under control.”
“I don’t think he wants to go with you.”
Sanders stepped menacingly toward Kellin, wielding his black tube like a club. “I said get lost. Beat it.”
Kellin gestured to the tube. “Is that electro­magnetic?”
Sanders glared. “What?”
“That tube. Does it work on electromagnetic principles?”
Sanders took another step closer. Kellin could smell his breath. It wasn’t pleasant. Stepping back, he popped open the silver case, then reached smoothly inside and felt for a raised button.
“Look,” Sanders said. “You’ve got three seconds to turn around and get—” He stopped when a faint purple glow emanated from the silver case, envel­oping the crowd.
“All right,” he growled. “That’s it.” He raised his black tube and leveled it at Kellin’s midsection. Kellin stared at the tube curiously, but nothing happened. Sanders shook the tube and tried again, pointing it directly at Kellin’s head. Nothing. Sander’s face turned a fierce crimson.
“What the hell?” he shouted. “Baker, level this guy.”
Baker, to Sander’s right, raised his own tube and aimed it at Kellin. Baker had no more luck than his commander.
“Those won’t work,” Kellin said. “Not for a while, anyway.” He reached inside the silver case and withdrew a large green device that looked like a power drill. He pointed it at Sanders.
“But this one will.”
The men backed away, slowly at first, then turned and sprinted to the vans. Peter, still dazed, staggered out of the lead van as the men in gray clambered aboard. Doors slammed shut and the vans raced out of the plaza, leaving Glendir, Kellin, and Peter alone in front of the grocery store. Glendir, frozen in the shadows of the store entrance, exhaled like he’d been holding his breath for a long time.
Peter stood on shaky legs, bracing himself against the front of the store. He pointed to the green device in Kellin’s hand.
“What the hell is that?” he asked, his speech slurred.
Kellin flipped a switch on the side of the device. A stream of clear liquid poured out of the end. He tilted his head back, raised the device over his mouth, and took a drink.
“Water generator,” he said, returning the device to the silver case.
Peter nodded as if that made perfect sense. His head still hung in a daze, but he seemed to be regaining his strength. The stun tube had only dealt him a glancing blow.
“Look,” he said, “thanks for getting me out of there, but they’ll be back. With more vans. You better get moving.”
Glendir stepped out of the shadows on cue and hurried toward Kellin, nodding in anxious agreement. “He’s right, Kellin, we need to go. We agreed. Any more trouble, we’d leave.”
But Kellin didn’t move. He watched Peter turn and stumble off like a drunk, then called after him. “Wait,” he said. “We have some questions.”
“Call 4-1-1,” Peter replied without looking back. “I’m outta here.”
Peter continued to stagger away, but then hesi­tated and finally stopped. Turning around slowly, he eyed the silver case in Kellin’s hand.
“What did you do to those guys?” he said, then redirected his attention to Kellin’s glossy blue outfit, now dazzling in the bright morning sun. “And what the hell are you wearing?”
“We need to get some clothes,” Kellin said.
“No kidding. You gotta be freezing.”
Kellin nodded in agreement, then asked, “Why is it so cold? Is there a problem?”
Peter hobbled toward Kellin. “Yeah, there’s a problem. It’s freakin’ January. Who are you guys, anyway?”
“I’m Kellin,” Kellin replied, and then pointed to Glendir. “That’s Glendir.”
“Did that thing knock out the stun tubes?” Peter asked, pointing at the silver case.
Kellin nodded.
Peter smiled. “I’m Pete,” he said. “Pete Coving­ton. And yeah, it’s the same Covington.”
“The same as what?”
“I’m Mitchell Covington’s brother.”
“Who?”
“You know, the writer. You must’ve heard of him. He’s written about a thousand books. They go all over.”
“They’re not distributed as widely as you might think,” Kellin said.
Peter scowled at the response.
Glendir, anxious to get this over with, stepped up and addressed Peter himself. “Look,” he said, “we actually do have several questions.”
“Like what?”
“Well, for instance, how much do you know about the colonization of nearby star systems?”
Peter glared. “What kind of a stupid-ass question is that?”
“We’d like to know what you can tell us about voyages outside your local star system.”
“Right,” Kellin added, nodding enthusiastically. “What about the missions to Alpha Centauri?”
If Peter had any clue where this was going, he gave no indication. “That’s ancient history,” he said. “I don’t know anything about that stuff. Who cares anymore? What’s the big deal?”
Kellin smiled proudly, certain his next words would both amaze and astound. “The deal is,” he announced, “we’re from the Centauri colony! We’ve returned!”
The effect was not quite what Kellin had in­tended.
“Okay,” Peter said, backing away slowly. “Could be we acted a bit hasty here.”
“What’s the matter?” Kellin asked, puzzled. “This is Earth, isn’t it?”
“Is there a problem?” Glendir added.
“Nooo. No problem,” Peter said quickly. “Tell you what. I’m just gonna . . . which way are you guys headed?”
“Please,” Kellin said. “We just want information. What about your medical technology? Can you tell us anything about that?”
Peter’s eyes darted to the silver case. “You want to see a doctor?”
“A doctor. Yes, perfect.”
Peter took a deep breath. “All right,” he said, “but not here. Where are you guys staying?”
“Staying?”
“Yeah. You got a house around here or what?”
“We have a landing pod.”
Peter winced. “Of course you do. Forget I asked. Look, just keep that little case handy and follow me.” 

Chapter 4
 
PETER, KELLIN, AND GLENDIR walked to the opposite end of the long plaza. On the way they passed a group of four young women, early shoppers or possibly store employees. Two were dressed alike in fluores­cent orange shirts and slacks. The other two were less tastefully attired. The women were engaged in an entertaining conversation amongst them­selves and completely ignored the three men.
At the end of the plaza Peter led Kellin and Glendir to a clothing store. They arrived in front just as the proprietor, a young man in suit and tie, was opening for business. Peter stopped a few meters short of the entrance and told Glendir to wait outside.
“Shouldn’t we all stick together?” Glendir asked.
Peter shook his head. “The fewer people who see you, the better.”
Glendir frowned. “What’s wrong with the way I look? Kellin’s wearing the same thing I am.”
“Your face.” Peter raised his hands to his own face, as if to demon­strate the problem. “Your beard, it’s gray. Just wait out here, okay? We won’t be long.”
With that, Peter grabbed Kellin by the arm and ushered him into the store.
Glendir stood nervously in front of the store and surveyed the colorful plaza. More people were arriving in the square, drifting past shops and stores that were just now starting to open. Glendir watched as a man and a woman approached the clothing store and went inside. They seemed to go out of their way to avoid him. Maybe it was the bright blue spacesuit.
Glendir studied the people wandering by in growing disbelief. What struck him as odd were not so much the differences between this scene and one he might see back home, but the similarities. The architecture was a bit off, and the clothing styles were atrocious, but the people were the same. Exactly the same. They even spoke the same language, although they sometimes used words he didn’t understand.
He couldn’t make sense of any of this. None of it fit his idea of reality. If there really had been a place called Earth, a planet that sent colonists to the stars, that planet wouldn’t look anything like this place he was standing in now. It would be far more advanced, and more importantly, it wouldn’t be a legend. It would be a real world, one that was still sending ships back and forth between the planets, exchanging goods and people and technology with his own world. That Earth didn’t exist. This had to be something else. But what?
And why, he wondered with some measure of concern, when Kellin asked Peter about missions to Alpha Centauri, had Peter referred to that as ancient history?
 
Inside the clothing store, Peter grabbed shirts, pants, and jackets off shelves and carried them up to a checkout counter. Kellin trailed close behind. The entire shopping spree took all of sixty seconds. The store was nearly empty, a man and a woman the only other customers.
The checkout clerk, a young woman, ran a scan­ner over the merchan­dise. Peter watched her for any signs of recognition, but she never glanced his way. She smiled mostly at Kellin as she folded the clothes and set them on the counter. Peter wasn’t sure if the clerk thought Kellin was cute or was simply amused by his shiny pajamas, but he was happy in any case to remain unnoticed.
The clerk stuffed the clothes into a plastic bag and handed the bag across the counter to Kellin. “Sixteen forty,” she said.
Kellin took the bag, smiled politely at the check­out clerk, and looked to Peter for an explanation. Peter frowned and shook his head, then stepped forward and offered his thumb.
“I got it,” he said, pressing his thumb to a glowing, dark blue pad resting on the counter. The clerk read from a display on the pad and smiled courteously at Peter.
“Thanks for shopping with us, Mr. Covington.”
Peter breathed a short sigh of relief, concern for his credentials momentarily alleviated. As they left the store Kellin inquired about the transaction, but Peter changed the subject.
“We need to take a train,” he said. “You okay with that?”
“Where are we going?” Kellin said.
“You want to see a doctor, right?”
He nodded, unsure what Glendir might say about an extended train ride. “Is it far?” he asked.
“Don’t worry about it,” Peter replied. “It’s safe.”
 
The walk to the train station took less than ten minutes. Kellin, Glendir, and Peter arrived at the tail end of the busy morning commute. Kellin and Glendir wore new shirts, pants, and jackets that looked too large, but hid most of their reflective blue underwear. They’d removed their gloves.
The train station was small, a pair of tracks running between two narrow concrete platforms. A sign hanging over each platform announced their location as Kingston, New York. The platforms were accessed through a row of gates that looked like airport metal detectors. The gates were filled with a bright blue light that would dim momentarily as com­muters passed through.
Peter approached one of the gates and pressed his thumb to a dark blue pad jutting out from the side. The light in the gate dimmed and Peter stepped through. Kellin tried to follow, but the blue light returned and blocked his foot like a solid barrier. He tried pushing his hand through the gate and met the same resistance.
On the other side of the gate, Peter called out, “Your thumb!”
Kellin pressed his thumb to the pad, but the light in the gate remained bright.
Glendir stepped up ahead of him and tried his own thumb. Nothing.
Peter began to sweat. “Hurry up!” he yelled.
Disappointed with his inability to negotiate the entrance, Kellin opened the silver case and reached inside. A purple glow spread across the platform. One by one the blue lights blinked out, up and down the row of gates. Commuters, briefly mystified, shrugged and streamed through the darkened portals as if this were an everyday occurrence. Kellin and Glendir hurried through and joined Peter on the platform.
A train was waiting in the station, partially ob­scured by the throngs of people on the platform. The train was low and sleek, a single car a hundred meters long that articulated with no apparent joints. Like the trucks and vans, the train had no wheels, floating instead a few millimeters over flat steel tracks. Several commuters hopped aboard, while others stood back and waited on the platform, apparently dissatisfied with the desti­nation of this particular train.
Peter hustled Kellin and Glendir over to an information booth at the end of the platform. Picking up a booklet from the counter, he flipped wildly through the pages. He stopped and ran a finger down a page, then looked up at the idling train.
“I think that’s ours,” he said, then quickly added, “No, wait,” and rechecked the book. Frustrated, he slammed the book on the counter. Kellin picked it up and began reviewing the pages.
Behind the counter, a bored station agent finished helping a customer. Peter pointed to the train and queried the agent. “New York?” he asked. The agent glanced at the train and nodded.
Peter turned to Kellin and Glendir. “Okay,” he said, “that’s ours. Let’s go.” He started toward the train and Glendir followed.
Kellin set the schedule booklet back on the counter and hurried to catch up.
 
A low whine and a steady hum accompanied the train as it flew across the state. Peter and Glendir shared a seat across from Kellin, who stared out the window, watching the local foliage race past.
Peter pointed to the silver case at Glendir’s feet. “You gotta show me how to use that,” he said.
Glendir picked up the case and set it on his lap. He pressed four un­marked points on the side of the case and the cover popped open.
“It’s really quite simple,” he said, pointing to a row of raised white buttons near the leading edge. “See these buttons? The middle one—”
Peter grabbed his arm. “Not here!” he cried. “Jesus!” He scanned the other passengers, but no one was paying any attention. “Don’t do anything unless I tell you, okay?”
“But you asked—”
“Later.”
Kellin changed the subject, remarking on the speed of the train. “We’re moving pretty fast,” he said, still gazing out the window.
“Used to be able to go a lot faster,” Peter said. “In airplanes. Before people got scared to fly. Not many folks have ever seen an airplane,” he added in a lower voice, almost conspiratorially. “I have, though. Flown in one.”
Kellin nodded, but thought that sounded odd. Scared to fly? He wasn’t sure he should pursue the matter.
“What about the cold?” he asked instead. “Is someone working on the weather problem?”
“What weather problem?”
“Do you always keep it this cold?”
“What do you mean, keep it? It’s not like we have a choice.”
“You don’t?” Kellin asked, perplexed.
Peter shook his head, unsure how to respond. He turned instead and gazed uncomfortably out the window. Kellin dropped the subject and no one said another word for the rest of the trip.
As the train approached New York, it was apparent the city had under­gone some major changes. Not that Kellin would’ve considered anything more or less unusual than anything else, but the most prominent feature of the teeming metropolis was the ruins of a giant dome, a huge, arcing steel and plastic framework that surrounded all five boroughs. The center of the dome was gone; only the ragged edges remained, reaching up more than a thousand meters along the rim in places. The sky above the crumbling dome was stunningly clear.
As Kellin watched out the window, the train streaked through a wide tunnel under the ancient dome wall into lower Manhattan. 

Chapter 5
 
DEKE STANTON stood behind a flatbed truck hovering in an open meadow. The truck had markings on the side, a round symbol with stars and leaves and the letters WPCA 47115285—the same truck Kellin and Glendir had watched drive past a few hours earlier. The meadow was surrounded by tall pines and mostly covered in snow, but the ground around Stanton’s feet was black with soot.
The sun was up. A cool mist hung in the air below the treetops. Stanton blew into his hands to warm them, then unclipped a projector from his belt. He punched a number into a keypad, and after a moment the device displayed a tiny image of a tall, slightly-built woman onto the bed of the truck. The woman, Constance Dawkins, looked young, with short dark hair and severe eyes. She was dressed in a black bathrobe and white slippers.
“Did you find it?” she asked.
“We found something,” Stanton said. “Doesn’t look like any kind of aircraft I’ve ever seen.”
Behind Stanton, sitting at the front of the truck bed and glowing brightly in the morning sun, was the Centauri landing pod.
“What about laggers?”
“No, ma’am. Nobody here.”
Dawkins fumed. No laggers. She stared in disgust at the projection on her bedroom dresser. Stanton was her most loyal lieutenant, and usually she trusted the man, but this time she wasn’t sure he was telling her every­thing. She wished she had a better view of his eyes. Projectors were great for transmitting 3D images, and everyone used them as communicators, but they weren’t like holocons. You never really felt like you were talking face to face.
“What do you want us to do, Commissioner?” Stanton asked.
Dawkins grimaced. The aircraft wasn’t much use without its pilot or crew, but it might hold some useful clues.
“Bring it in.”
 
Doctor William Pauling sat directly in front of Glendir and eyed the gray-haired man with a mix of pity and concern. “Another planet?” he asked, and Glendir nodded.
Dr. Pauling looked about Kellin’s age. He was a nervous little man, with a stubby nose, piercing green eyes, and a full head of tousled brown hair. He fidgeted in a tall leather seat behind a modest wooden desk. His small office held only four chairs, three of them currently occupied by Peter and the two men who claimed to be from Alpha Centauri. The wall behind Dr. Pauling displayed a number of certificates, plaques, and diplo­mas, none of which actually qualified him as a medical doctor, although a Ph.D. in clinical psychology at least allocated some authority to his title.
The wall behind Kellin and Glendir was bare, and didn’t look exactly like a wall, but more like a picture of a wall, a giant view screen projecting the image of a wall.
Dr. Pauling prodded his visitors to explain further, and Kellin began describing their planet in detail. Dr. Pauling nodded occasionally and smiled as pleasantly as he could.
“That’s very interesting,” he said when Kellin finally took a breath. “And how exactly did you get here?”
Glendir answered quickly “We have a ship,” he said, a hint of pride in his voice. Dr. Pauling nodded as if he understood completely.
“Let me ask you this,” he said. “Why did you come here? To Earth, I mean.”
“We’re dying,” Kellin blurted out.
“There’s a disease,” Glendir confirmed somberly. “We can’t stop it. Millions have died already.”
“We hoped Earth would have the technology,” Kellin added. “Some kind of medicine, or treatment.”
Dr. Pauling leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers. “Do you have this disease yourself?” he asked. That might explain a few things.
“No,” Kellin replied. “We brought samples, though. Blood and tissues.”
Dr. Pauling recoiled slightly. He glanced at the silver case in Glendir’s lap. “Do you have them with you?” he asked.
Kellin shook his head. “Back in our landing pod. We didn’t want to expose anyone. We think the disease is somehow carried in the blood.”
“Very thoughtful,” Dr. Pauling said, frowning. Somehow carried in the blood? These obviously weren’t men of medicine, or even very knowl­edgeable about disease. Presumably they’d heard of germs. It was odd, though, because laggers were generally well-schooled, and these men were definitely laggers.
Dr. Pauling turned to Peter. “Mr. Covington? I wonder if I could have a word with you? In private?”
Peter hopped up from his chair. Dr. Pauling stood and reached for a button on his desk. The wall behind Kellin and Glendir dissolved, re­vealing an adjoining room, larger than the office but completely empty. The room was entirely blue—walls, floor, and ceiling—and like a film or photo studio it had no corners. The edges of the walls and floors joined in seamless curves.
Peter and Dr. Pauling stepped into the room. The projected wall reappeared, leaving Kellin and Glendir alone in the small office.
Dr. Pauling stood in the middle of the blue room and faced Peter with anger in his eyes. “What are you doing here, Peter?” he asked. “PC’s been nosing around for weeks. They may be on to me. You showing up here isn’t going to help.”
“I need to get to camp,” Peter said defensively. “I’m pretty sure my creds are blown. The safe house in Kingston was a bust. PC had it wired. These guys, Kellin and Glen, they helped me get away.”
Dr. Pauling’s anger subsided a bit. “Why did you bring them to me?” he asked.
“I think they can help us. You just have to figure out what’s wrong with them.”
“As far as I can tell, there’s nothing wrong with them.”
“Doc, they think they’re from outer space.”
“Well, there’s that, of course. But they don’t appear to be lying.”
“You believe them?”
Dr. Pauling heaved a long sigh. Naturally he didn’t believe them. The outer space gambit was a cry for help. The older one, Glendir, no doubt felt isolated, cut off from society. How he’d made it this far without getting caught was something of a mystery. The younger one, Kellin, must be under the influence of the older man. Two people sharing the same delu­sion was not unusual, especially if both were suffering from some kind of severe stress, and one was dominant over the other. “There’s a professor at the university, here,” Dr. Pauling said finally.
“One of us?” Peter asked.
Dr. Pauling shook his head. “He’s sympathetic, though, and he knows a lot about the old space missions. We should have your friends talk to him. Maybe he can help us figure out what’s going on.” 

Chapter 6
 
KELLIN, GLENDIR, PETER, and Dr. Pauling stepped through a door in the rear of a large lecture hall. The chamber was filled with students in stadium seats gazing down on Professor Philip Collier, a kinetic young man pacing back and forth and speaking in spirited tones at the front of the hall.
“So a life-supporting atmosphere must maintain a precise balance between levels of oxygen and carbon dioxide,” Collier was saying. “We all know plants produce the oxygen, but what form of life do you suppose produces the requisite carbon dioxide?”
Collier wore thick-rimmed glasses and a short goatee, an attempt to look intellectual, an attempt that actually worked pretty well. He stopped pacing and scanned the sea of clueless faces. A few timid hands rose.
“Animals?” one student guessed.
“Insects?” offered another.
“People?” proposed a third.
The professor shook his head and continued pacing. “Carbon dioxide levels are maintained almost entirely by microscopic life in the oceans—plankton. Earth doesn’t need us, or any other animal. We think we’re the highest form of life, the top of the food chain, but the food chain is just a footnote to the real ecology. We’re simply along for the ride.”
Collier checked his watch, then turned and smiled brightly at his class. “Enough for today. On Monday we’ll cover the introduction of Gaia into the Darwinian evolutionary model. See you then.”
Students stood and filed quickly down the rows and through the aisles to the exits. Kellin, Glendir, Peter, and Dr. Pauling fought against the tide to the front of the hall, where Professor Collier stood next to a wooden bench stuffing books and papers into a worn leather briefcase.
Dr. Pauling was the first to greet the professor. “Philip!” he said with a nervous grin. “How are you doing, old man?”
Collier looked up at his visitors and smiled. “Dr. Pauling! What can I do for you?” Collier eyed the three other men with interest, particularly the one with the gray hair.
“I have some friends here,” Pauling said. “They’re interested in the old space missions. Can you spare some time?”
“Sure,” Collier said. “I have office hours now, but no one ever stops by. Come with me.” Collier flipped his briefcase shut and led the group to an exit at the front of the hall.
A light cover of snow crunched underfoot as the group crossed a large, tree-lined quad, a hundred meters square. Kellin and Glendir followed behind the others, surveying the grounds. The university was old and traditional, with simulated brick construction and something akin to ivy growing up the walls. Students bundled in school colors wandered through the quad and scurried between the buildings.
In the center of the quad stood a huge marble edifice, a white globe five meters high. Students relaxed on marble benches surrounding the globe, reading books or chatting. The topography of the globe didn’t match that of Earth, the Moon, Mars, or any other nearby planet, but Kellin and Glendir recognized it instantly. They diverted their path to intercept the giant globe.
Dr. Pauling, Peter, and Professor Collier stood at a distance, watching curiously as Kellin and Glendir traced fingers across the oceans, conti­nents, and mountain ranges laid out on the globe in exaggerated relief.
“Who are your friends?” Collier asked Dr. Pauling.
“Kellin Rhonden and Glendir Lywis. They have a . . . special interest in the Centauri colonies.”
“Ah, Centauri!” Collier said with a wistful smile that quickly faded. He looked at the ground and shook his head sadly. “Such a tragedy.”
 
Professor Collier led everyone into his office, a dark room containing a messy desk and a single window with drawn blinds. Tall bookcases, crammed full, occupied most of the perimeter. Collier made a superficial attempt to tidy up the place, then grabbed chairs from a stack in the corner and arranged them haphazardly in front of his desk. Kellin and Glendir took the two center seats while Peter and Dr. Pauling sat on the ends. Collier walked behind the desk and opened the blinds, significantly brightening the austere office. The window looked directly out onto the quad, and the white marble globe in the center.
“Alpha Centauri,” Collier muttered to himself as he gazed out the window. He pulled out a leather chair behind his desk and sat down. Leaning back, hands behind his head, he paused a moment while he pulled his thoughts together.
“It was a very long time ago,” he began in his practiced lecture de­meanor. “The first of the great interstellar experiments.”
Kellin and Glendir sat on the edges of their seats like anxious school­boys.
Collier placed his hands in his lap and continued. “There were going to be fifty missions, one leaving every five years. Each with more than a thousand settlers.” He looked down at his hands, his face saddened. “It’s hard to imagine what things were like back then. Twenty billion people. The environment in ruins. Rapidly declining living conditions. Every­one huddled under domes. It’s no wonder they had so many volunteers. Still, it must have taken a lot of courage.”
“Courage?” Kellin asked.
Collier looked up at him. “This was before the M-gene. The journey took a hundred years. The volunteers would never see their destination. They’d live out the rest of their lives on the ship, in the hope that their children or grandchildren would someday enjoy the happiness and free­dom they could never find on Earth.”
Kellin frowned. The M-gene? He’d have to ask about that later.
Collier spun slowly in his chair, gazing out the window where cool sunlight shimmered off the glistening snow.
“When the first ship arrived,” he continued, “they found the planet uninhabitable. Early analysis had indicated mass and temperature close to Earth’s. Analysis of the Centauri atmosphere indicated the presence of oxygen, helium, even ozone. Enough that life might already exist.”
Collier spun back to his guests. “The analysis turned out to be wrong. Temperatures on the planet were far below predictions. The atmosphere was mostly carbon-dioxide and ammonia. Mass and density were higher than anyone expected. The planet was about the same size as Earth, but had noticeably more gravity at the surface.
“The findings caused a rebellion on the ship. The colonists were evenly divided. One group wanted to remain in the comfort of the ship—the only home they’d ever known—and try to return to Earth. The others wanted to land, to make the best of it.”
Collier rose from his desk and strolled to a nearby bookcase. “The group that wanted to land included most of the ship’s crew. Without them, it’s unlikely the rest of the colonists could’ve flown the ship back to Earth, so the group that wanted to stay won out.
“The colonists ended up building underground shelters—gloomy brick habitats, like dungeons—to seal out the toxic atmosphere. They lived in the dark like that, below the surface, for most of their lives. They ventured above ground in thermal suits and oxygen masks only to maintain the tented farms and dig up new living quarters. Over the next twenty years, four more ships arrived—the four closest to the planet—but the rest turned back when they heard about the horrible conditions.”
Collier scanned the bookshelves. “There were terraforming efforts of course. The settlers pumped greenhouse gases into the air to warm the planet, and seeded the continents to increase the oxygen content of the atmosphere. These activities went on for hundreds of years.”
He pulled a thick volume off a shelf and blew dust off the spine. Carry­ing the book back to his desk, he took his seat and began leafing through the pages. “By that time, thanks to the PC laws, Earth’s population had dwindled to fewer than a billion people. There wasn’t much interest in the colonies. There were still private communications, though. The colonists apparently settled on one of the planet’s large islands, just south of the equator.”
Collier found the page he was looking for, a photograph of a dozen hardy souls standing on a rocky bluff, with two suns in the sky. The bluff overlooked a peaceful bay that extended inland for several kilometers. A majestic suspension bridge spanned the entrance to the bay.
Collier turned the book around to show Kellin and Glendir. “I’m not sure who any of these people are,” he said, “but they’re on the surface, breathing the air.”
Kellin and Glendir stared wistfully at the photograph.
Collier looked up from the book. “Then the wars began.”
“Wars?” Glendir said, stunned.
Collier nodded. “So we heard. After the rebellion on the ship, the two sides never fully reconciled. It seems there were always two factions among the colonists—Centauri loyalists and Earth loyalists.”
“Earth loyalists?”
“A group that wanted to preserve the history and culture of Earth. And maybe return someday. They formed a kind of organization.”
Collier leaned back in his chair. “They actually started building ships. They began to invest in new technology, trying to find a way to travel at near-light speed, to return home in their lifetimes. But the in­vestment was a heavy drain on the colony’s resources, and the Centauri loyalists objected. They fought the technology, first with rhetoric, later with guns. The con­flict escalated into an all-out war.”
Glendir shook his head. “We’ve never seen evidence of any of this,” he said. “Where were the underground habitats? Where were the wars fought?”
“No one knows for sure. Communications were sketchy at best. You have to remember, if we had a question for the colonists it took almost nine years to get an answer. What we got mostly were news reports, and those arrived less and less frequently as the wars dragged on. Eventually, the fighting wiped out the colonies. Both sides. Contact was lost for good. There weren’t enough settlers or resources left to survive, and in the end they all died out.”
Kellin sat up straight. “No,” he said. “Some survived. Their history might have been lost, maybe even their technology, but the colonists survived.”
“There’s no record of anything like that.”
“Maybe not,” Kellin said. “But it’s true.” He reached over to the open book on Collier’s desk and pointed a finger at the photograph. “Look,” he said, indicating the base of the bridge, “This is Montgom­ery Bay. There’s a large city here today, with almost five million people. Legend says it was named after the leader of the first mission, Clayton Mont­gomery.”
“Sorry,” Collier said, shaking his head. “The leader of the first mission was William Tennyson. Everyone knows that. I think you need to get your facts straight.”
“I know the facts,” Kellin said firmly. “I can tell you exactly what happened.” He took a deep breath to calm himself down, and when he began speaking again, it was in his own lecture voice.
“The colonists settled into a peaceful society. They were farmers and craftsmen and artists. They lived simple lives in small communities around the planet. They traded with each other and shared stories about the early settlers, about great starships, about a distant world called Earth. The stories were passed down for generations. It became a legend. The Lost Planet.”
Collier slumped in his chair. He placed his hands over his chest and laced his fingers together. His scowl said he wasn’t buying it.
“Then,” Kellin continued, “about five thousand years ago, the colo­nists discovered the ruins of the early settlers. It wasn’t much—a few machines, some clothes and a few books—but it changed everything. There was a rebirth of science and technology. Trans­portation and communication expanded. Cities grew and universities were built. The colonists developed an interest in history, and tried to learn about their past.”
Collier offered a patronizing smile. “That’s an interesting theory, but I don’t think—”
“It’s not a theory,” Kellin insisted. “It happened, just like I said.”
Collier leaned forward with his hands on the desk, fingers still laced together. “How do you know that?” he asked dubiously. “Have you found some­thing? New evidence?”
Before Kellin could respond, Dr. Pauling raised a hand. “Philip,” he said. “There’s something I need to tell you.”
Collier looked at Dr. Pauling with a puzzled stare, pushing his glasses up on his nose. Dr. Pauling cleared his throat and described to Collier, with everyone present, exactly what had transpired earlier in his office.
The meeting went downhill from there. 

Chapter 7
 
IT WAS SUNNY AND COLD outside when Kellin, Glendir, and Peter marched into the quad. Dr. Pauling and Professor Collier were not with them. Kellin, perplexed, turned to Peter.
“Why won’t they believe us?” he asked.
“You gotta admit,” Peter said, “your story’s a little bizarre.”
Kellin frowned. It wasn’t bizarre. It was the history of his planet. What was bizarre was assuming the colonists had all died out just because they stopped sending messages. The truth is, Earth gave up on them. Out of sight, out of mind.
“Doesn’t matter,” Kellin said. “I don’t care if they believe us or not. We just need to find someone who can analyze the samples. We don’t have to tell them where we’re from.”
Glendir nodded. “Right,” he said. “We shouldn’t tell anyone.”
The three men strolled past the marble globe and out of the quad along a wide path between two brick buildings. At the end of the path, a lawn as big as a golf course opened up in front of them, a wide field covered in patchy snow. Beyond it, a wrought-iron fence separated the campus from the busy streets of the city. An open gate in the fence marked the entrance to the university. As they crossed the lawn, Kellin inquired about where they might go next.
“I was thinking,” Peter offered, “that we could go and see Bonnie. It’s a little risky, but I’m sure she’d help.”
“She’s a doctor?” Glendir asked.
“Sort of. She’s a biologist.”
Another word Glendir didn’t recognize. “Is she nearby?”
“Boston. We’d have to catch a train.”
“Let’s go, then,” Kellin said, more encouraged. “There’s a train for Boston at eleven-fifteen.”
“Huh?” Peter said. “How do you know that?”
“I saw the schedule back at the train station.”
“Wait a minute. You looked at the schedules for New York to Boston?”
Kellin shrugged. “I looked at all the schedules.”
Peter stared at Kellin, baffled, and maybe a little scared. “Okay,” he said. “When’s the next train to . . . Atlanta?”
“From here?” Kellin was genuinely puzzled. “Ten thirty-three,” he said. “Track twelve.”
“Jesus!”
Peter glared at Kellin, dumbfounded, but an instant later his shock turned to panic as two white vans raced up the street and lurched to a stop in front of the campus gate. Eight men in gray uniforms and blue vests jumped out of the vans, charging through the entrance and racing across the snow-covered lawn.
Peter grabbed Kellin by the arm and pulled him back toward the quad. He yelled at Glendir, “Come on!” and Glendir turned and ran after them.
Peter sprinted to the nearest building with Kellin and Glendir on his heels. All three ducked through the entrance and hunkered down behind the door. They found themselves in a small foyer at the end of a long hallway, with aqua tiled floors and tall windows on either side. Sunlight streamed through the panes of glass facing the campus gate. Dark windows on the opposite side of the foyer looked out on the quad.
“Who are those men?” Kellin asked.
“PC,” Peter replied, catching his breath.
“Who?”
“Population Control.”
Kellin nodded like he understood, but he had more questions than answers. He left the silver case with Glendir and crept across the floor toward the sunlit windows.
“Where’re you going?” Peter asked.
“I want to see what’s happening.”
“No, get down! They see you, we’ve all had it.”
“I’m just going to take a peek.”
Kellin raised his head and peered out the window. Oddly, the men in gray were running toward the quad, away from the building they were in. Was it possible they hadn’t been spotted? He watched the uniformed men disappear into the quad, then ran to the other side of the foyer just in time to see them hurry into Professor Collier’s building.
Kellin lowered his head, then turned to Peter and Glendir. “They went into another building,” he said in a loud whisper.
“We need to get moving,” Peter said, scanning the hall for exits. “If we stay here, they’ll find us.”
Glendir frowned at that. It seemed to him the uniformed men were only looking for Peter.
“Why are they after you?” he asked.
“Mistaken identity,” Peter said. “They think I’m a lagger.”
“What’s a lagger?”
“You know, people who have kids.”
Glendir’s eyes narrowed. “Doesn’t everyone have kids?”
“Of course not. You see any kids around?”
Glendir realized he hadn’t. In fact, every person he’d seen on the planet looked the same age, around twenty-five.
“No,” he said, “but you have to have kids.”
“Uh, uh. It’s illegal. Laggers get caught, they go to jail.”
“That doesn’t make any sense. Somebody has to have children. You can’t survive without children.”
“What do you mean?”
“Isn’t it obvious? If you stopped having children, in a hundred years you’d all be gone.”
“How do you figure?” Peter was genuinely stumped.
“Are you kidding? You die off!”
“No we don’t.”
“What do you mean you don’t? You don’t what?”
“We don’t die.”
Kellin and Glendir stared at Peter in stunned disbelief.
Commotion from the quad drew Kellin back to the window. He watched curiously as the men in gray emerged from the building with Dr. Pauling in custody. Students gathered around to see what was going on, but gave the authorities plenty of room.
Kellin turned to Peter. “They’ve got Dr. Pauling.”
Peter cursed, then crept to the sunlit windows and peered out. Sure enough, two uniformed men were dragging the semi-conscious psycholo­gist across the lawn, toward the campus gate.
“We need to find Bonnie,” he said. 

Chapter 8
 
BOSTON’S VAST DOME WAS NEARLY intact, or at least the metal framework was still in place. Most of the giant plastic panels were missing, which was a good thing because the few broken panels that remained had corroded to an ugly greenish brown.
Beneath the dome, the downtown skyline was unusually straight and level, like the top of a table. Every building was the exact same height, and connected to its neighbors with short tubes at different levels. The architecture and colors varied slightly from building to building, but the overall lines and theme were the same. Everything was soft edges and seamless curves. The sky above the city was incredibly clean, as it was in New York, a few lazy clouds but not a hint of smog or haze. The air at ground level smelled of lilac.
Kellin, Glendir, and Peter loitered on a down­town sidewalk bustling with a busy lunchtime crowd. The sidewalk was wide as a highway, and separated from the street by squares of grass and trees that looked like small parks. Vehicles on the street were all the same—green tubes with rounded noses and gray-tinted plastic canopies riding a few centimeters over the ground on a cushion of air. Traffic was highly regulated, making the streets look less crowded than they actually were. All of the cars moved at the exact same speed, except when one would pull out of line and stop at the curb, or start up from the curb and assume a spot in the procession.
The cars were hydrogen-solar hybrids. Hydrogen fuel powered a small turbine engine. Solar power and excess energy from the turbine were siphoned off to a carbon nanotube-reinforced flywheel capable of storing millions of joules of energy. A car could run off either the flywheel or the turbine. Speed and direction were controlled by a joystick mounted on a center console, however the controls could be and often were overridden by local traffic computers, especially in congested areas. Nothing about the cars screamed high-tech, but they had few moving parts, they were environmentally friendly, and they lasted a long time.
Not everyone needed a car. Sidewalks were a major part of the urban transportation system. Heavy pedestrian traffic precluded the use of mov­ing side­walks downtown, but a few blocks away the sidewalks took off in all directions. They weren’t impressively fast, but they were free.
Kellin stood on the fixed sidewalk at the bottom of a set of wide mar-ble steps that led up to a library. He was enjoying the sights and sounds of the city. He smiled and nodded at passersby, and most people smiled back. Glendir stood against the building with his arms folded and most people avoided him.
A short distance down the block, Peter bounced nervously on his toes with his hands in his pockets, scanning faces in the crowd.
At the top of the marble steps, a woman stepped out of the library into the brisk Boston air, buttoning her heavy coat against the cold. Beneath the coat was a white smock with a short collar, covering most of a pastel blue print dress. Like everyone else on the planet, the woman appeared to be around twenty-five, with long auburn hair, blue-green eyes, and intelligent good looks obscured by the wall she placed between herself and the rest of the world.
She started down the library steps, surveying the busy street below. When she spotted Peter, she reacted with a start and rushed off in the opposite direction.
 
Peter grimaced. He knew Bonnie Adams spent her lunch hours at the library so he wasn’t surprised to find her here, but he’d expected a more favorable reception. In his mind this was the safest place for them to meet. He couldn’t exactly go to her office.
Peter turned to Kellin and Glendir, told them, “Stay here, I’ll be right back,” then hurried after the woman.
The woman, trying to avoid drawing any atten­tion, walked quickly but didn’t run. Peter wasn’t the least bit concerned with what strangers might think and caught up to her at the next intersection. He called out, “Bonnie, wait!”
Bonnie stopped, grimaced, and spun on her heels to confront him. “You shouldn’t be here.” she scolded. “They’ll see us.”
“I need a favor.” Peter said.
“No. This is stupid. What’re you doing here? What happened?”
“I think my creds are blown.”
Bonnie’s eyes dropped, the anger draining from her face. “Oh, Peter, are you sure?”
Peter nodded. “I think Covington turned me in.”
“You have to get back to camp.”
“I know. But I need your help first.”
Bonnie scanned the downtown streets. No one was looking her way. “I can’t do anything now,” she said. “I have to get back to work. Go to the house in Littleton. I’ll meet you there later.”
“All right,” Peter said, “but hurry. I left a thumb­print in Kingston and PC’s on my ass.”
Peter returned to the library to collect Kellin and Glendir. He found Glendir out in the street inspecting a parked car that someone had left with the canopy raised. Peter ran into the street and pulled him back to the sidewalk.
Kellin was at the top of the library steps, peering in through the glass doors. Peter sprinted up the steps two at a time to fetch him, with Glendir on his heels.
 
Kellin was in no hurry to leave. Through the glass doors of the library he could see long rows of book­cases and shelves full of books, and imagined what they might contain. Libraries on Centauri were open to the public. Kellin wondered if the same was true on Earth.
“Can anyone go in there?” he asked as Peter reached the top of the steps.
“No time,” Peter said, catching his breath. “Let’s go.” He grabbed Kellin’s arm and tried to pull him back down the steps, but Kellin held his ground.
“I just want to take a look,” Kellin said.
“Not now, all right? There’s libraries everywhere. We’ll find another one later.”
Kellin frowned. “What about an information network?”
“A what?”
“On Centauri, you can access information in a library through a com­puter network. Do you have something like that here?”
Peter nodded. “Used to,” he said. “The Internet. They got rid of it.”
Kellin frowned. That didn’t make sense. “Why would they do that?” he asked.
“I don’t know. Things got messed up. Lots of scams. Someone used it to start a war in Asia. Some­one else bankrupted Australia. They tried all kinds of things to stop the jerks, but nothing worked. They had to give it up.”
Peter’s account notwithstanding, the Internet was still very much alive, but it was government-controlled and tightly regulated. Virtually no one had access. At least not legally.
Kellin grimaced. “But anyone can use the library, right?”
“Yeah, but not this one. We gotta go.”
Glendir was anxious to leave as well, so Kellin reluctantly agreed. Peter led them down the steps and through the busy downtown streets. 

Chapter 9
 
THE BOSTON PRECINCT of the World Population Control Authority, commonly known as the PC, comprised a complex of fourteen buildings draped over several acres of rolling hills in a heavily wooded area just north of the city.
Most of the buildings in the compound were obscured by trees. Thir­teen were uniform in size, twenty meters wide by eighty meters long and ten meters high, and clumped together in groups of three or four. They all had drab sandy walls and tiny windows in straight rows that made them look like prison cellblocks, which is what they were, although it had been years since they were last occupied. These days they were mostly used for storage, and the occasional overnight stay of a lagger or two in transit between precincts.
At the center of the compound was the four­teenth structure, a large octagon 180 meters across, the administration building. It featured tall windows all around and was tastefully decorated with mani­cured shrubs and colorful flower beds, which made it more attractive than the cell­blocks, although no more inviting.
Eight of the cellblocks were linked to the administration building by long tubes, three meters high and flat on the bottom, made of a clear plastic. The five outlying cellblocks were accessible on foot only, via long paths through the woods. Two roads snaked through the compound, one branching off to a parking lot near the administration building, the other winding around the precinct to the transfer lot out back.
The Boston complex wasn’t the central head­quarters of the PC—that was in Paris—but it was still a large precinct with jurisdiction over all of New England and eastern Canada. And it was busy. At any time of the day or night, trucks and cars could be seen entering or leaving the precinct through automated gates.
The compound was surrounded by tall fences and impenetrable light barriers. Security was tight, but not like it was back when the cellblocks were full and lagger trials were an everyday occurrence. The grounds were patrolled by security guards in black uniforms, distinct from the PC officers in gray and blue who operated out of the facility and worked in the field. Besides the guards, the precinct employed over 250 civilians in various medical, technical, clerical, and administrative capacities.
Inside the administration building, a large central lobby fed into half a dozen corridors, three to the left and three to the right of a giant seal of the WPCA hanging on the back wall, a round symbol engraved with stars and leaves. Near the entrance to the lobby, a black-uniformed security guard sat behind a desk, noting arrivals and departures in a daily roster.
When Constance Dawkins strode into the building, the guard jumped to his feet and snapped to attention. “Morning, Commissioner,” he said.
Dawkins, tall and easy to look at if you didn’t know anything about her, appeared to be the same age as everyone else, although her eyes looked much older, betraying a no-nonsense, shoot-first mentality barely under control. She marched past the front desk without a glance at the guard.
Trailing Dawkins into the facility was Marjorie Gould, Dawkins’ less-attractive assistant. The guard at the desk paid no notice to Marjorie, but remained at attention and kept his eyes on Dawkins. As soon as the commissioner and her assistant had cleared the lobby, he slumped back into his chair.
As a WPCA commissioner, Dawkins was respon­sible for enforcing the population control laws in her precinct. This meant arresting anyone who had children, or was helping people to have children, or was even thinking about having children, at least in her estimation. The WPCA operated like a military organization, except they weren’t under the control of any government. They made their own rules.
Dawkins marched down the corridor with Marjorie following like a puppy. Dawkins had already been briefed on the news from Kingston, the discovery of a lagger safe house by the New York precinct. She was interested now in something her own people had recovered from the train station there.
“No ID?” she asked her assistant.
Marjorie carried a hand-held projector as she walked. She read from a screen on top of the device. “No, ma’am,” she said. “He’s only listed as Coving­ton, brother of Mitchell. And we’re pretty sure those creds are fake.”
“What about the other two prints? More laggers?”
“No, ma’am. They’re not on file.”
“Nonsense. Everyone’s on file.”
“Not these two. I checked myself. No record of their thumbprints at all. And that’s not even the weird part.”
Dawkins ignored Marjorie, eyeing instead a PC officer advancing from the other end of the hall. She recognized the officer more from the way he walked than the way he looked. Deke Stanton had a distinct military bear­ing. His gray and blue uniform bore several ribbons and silver lieutenant’s bars.
“Good morning, Commissioner,” Stanton said as he approached.
Dawkins nodded at him, but con­tinued down the hall without missing a step. Stanton turned around and fell in alongside.
“The aircraft’s secure?” Dawkins said.
“Yes, ma’am.”
Dawkins showed no reaction. Marjorie caught Stanton’s eye and smiled at him. He returned an uncomfortable grimace.
Dawkins’ eyes were focused straight ahead as they continued down the hall. “What about New York?” she said. “They know anything?”
“Don’t think so, ma’am. They’ve got their hands full with the Charlotte breach.”
Dawkins shook her head in disgust. The Char­lotte breach was all over the news, another shining example of New York’s stunning incompetence. Dawkins had nothing but contempt for her neighboring precinct, and particularly the man in charge, Gerard Dufour. But this time New York’s incompetence had worked in her favor. She had the aircraft.
Dawkins had been with the PC as far back as she could remember. It was a boy’s club when she started and it was a boy’s club still. She’d learned to ignore that for the most part, although it fed her insecurities constantly, a weakness she refused to show or even acknowledge. The WPCA was her sworn duty, and there was no questioning her determination to eradicate the lagger menace.
In reality, she never expected to get them all. Laggers were simply weak individuals who selfishly responded to their basest instincts. Unless you could eliminate the instinct—and they were certainly working on it—laggers would continue to emerge from the population like creatures from the primordial ooze. As far as the WPCA in Paris was concerned, this was a manageable problem. So long as the number of babies born was offset by the number of laggers eliminated, the PC was doing its job.
What made the job all the more difficult was the ingenuity of laggers when it came to technology. For the WPCA, maintaining detailed records of everyone in the world was a tedious job at best, but it would have been considerably easier if they could keep their computers online. Laggers did whatever they could to make that a constant challenge.
Laggers had gained one other advantage over the PC in the last several years, due, ironically enough, to their reduced numbers. Security guards and PC officers had gotten lazy. In the old days, when laggers were every­where and the cellblocks were full, guards had to be on their toes. They understood the danger of a lapse in security, and it forced them to stay focused. They saw laggers every day and knew what they were capable of. Guards and officers today hardly dealt with laggers at all, and when they did, they assumed nothing bad was going to happen.
The Charlotte breach was a prime example. It was instigated by a lagger sympathizer, a janitor in the New York precinct. One day he brought in three of his lagger cohorts, and no one bothered to check their credentials. The laggers slipped into the precinct security office and took over the Charlotte data center remotely. In Charlotte, laggers flooded into the facility, keeping the network offline for three days before they were stopped. Damage to the computers was significant, and no one knew for sure how many lagger files had been lost in the process.
“The Charlotte breach wasn’t New York’s fault,” Stanton offered in support of his comrades to the south. “Some hackers got into the net­work.”
Of course they did. Hackers were always getting into the network. That’s what hackers did. It was New York’s job to stop them.
“As long as that Frenchman’s in charge,” Dawkins said with a scowl, “everything is New York’s—”
Dawkins froze in her tracks. She glared down the hallway in shock. Outside the precinct briefing room, thirty meters away, stood a short, puffy man in a gray suit and tie, hands clasped behind his back. The man, Gerard Dufour, spotted Dawkins and returned the glare.
Dufour had lived in New York for the past eight years and spoke fluent English, but had refused to abandon his French accent. He was a furiously proud man. His diminutive stature, short hair, and stuffy manner effected a look that fit his impeccably-tailored Napoleon complex per­fectly. As New York’s WPCA commissioner, Dufour often found it necessary to visit other precincts, but his trips to Boston infuriated Dawkins. The Frenchman seemed to think his national heritage gave him some kind of leverage with the WPCA headquarters in Paris, and to her constant annoyance, it usually did.
Dawkins could not believe her bad luck. It was almost as if talking about Dufour had conjured up the little man out of thin air. But she was on her way to a meeting and didn’t have time to chat, so she marched straight up to Dufour with the intention of booting him out. Stanton and Marjorie followed several steps behind.
“What’re you doing here?” she demanded, towering over the puffy Frenchman. “Shouldn’t you be in Charlotte?”
“I am ‘ere to collect the prisoner,” Dufour said curtly. His accent grated on Dawkins’ ears.
“What prisoner? What are you talking about?”
“Earlier today we captured a lagger in Kingston. We believe one of your laggers ‘elped the man to escape.” Dufour always pronounced the patently American word as lagguerre, with the accent on the last syllable. Dawkins hated that.
“My laggers? We don’t have any laggers, Dufour. We find them, we get rid of them.” Dawkins had heard about the Kingston raid. Typical New York incompetence. She would never raid a safe house. They were much too valuable to waste on a raid. They were a weapon in the right hands. Dawkins had sent troops to Kingston to investigate, despite her lack of jurisdictional authority, with the idea that the laggers who’d escaped from the safe house might somehow be connected to the aircraft. But as far as she was concerned, that was none of Dufour’s business.
“Earlier this morning,” the Frenchman said, “you sent a patrol across the ‘udson River, into New York. My jurisdiction. This patrol returned with a lagger.”
“Yeah? Who told you that?” As she said it, Dawkins realized it was a mistake. Dufour’s remark had caught her off guard. Her response should have been total denial. In any case, his information was incorrect. They only had the aircraft. No laggers. Which meant Dufour was bluffing. This was a fishing trip.
“We want the lagguere for questioning,” the Frenchman said.
“I don’t know what you’ve heard,” Dawkins replied tersely, “but we don’t have any laggers here. If we send patrols out, it’s no concern of yours where they go or what they find.”
Dufour nodded as if he were taking this under advisement. “There is a rumor the laggers ‘ave a new weapon,” he said. “A device that can disable a stun tube.”
This was new. Dawkins hadn’t heard anything about disabling stun tubes. It wouldn’t surprise her, though. Lagger technology was always a step ahead. Maybe this was Dufour’s real reason for being here. Maybe there was something in the aircraft.
“You should know better than to believe in rumors,” Dawkins sneered. If Dufour had any inside information about the aircraft, she wasn’t going to encourage him. It was all hers now.
Dufour grimaced. “I ‘ave no time for this,” he said. “I will take my prisoner now.”
“What’s the matter, Dufour? Numbers a little short this month? If you lost a lagger, that’s too bad. When we catch them, they stay caught, and any laggers we find, we keep. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got more pressing matters to attend to.”
Dawkins spun on her heels and walked away. Nine times out of ten that wouldn’t do any good. Dufour would just follow her like a rabid dog. But this time he stayed put, which told Dawkins he didn’t have anything substantive, only guesses. He stood in the hall, shaking an angry fist in protest. “I will ‘ave to report this to Paris,” he called out, pronouncing the city’s name like a native.
Dawkins didn’t break stride. “Great,” she shot back. “While you’re at it, be sure to tell them all about Charlotte.” 

Chapter 10
 
DAWKINS USHERED Lieutenant Stanton and Marjorie into the precinct briefing room, a large chamber with a tall ceiling and no windows. A long table in the center of the room was surrounded by chairs for two dozen people, but only five were occupied. The attendees were all men. They wore the standard gray uniforms and blue vests of the WPCA, all heavily laden with brass and silver stars and bars.
The men all stood when Dawkins entered the room, but the com­missioner gestured for them to sit and they quickly returned to their seats. Dawkins dropped into a swiveling leather armchair at the head of the table.
Stanton took a seat among his fellow officers at the table. Marjorie walked to the front of the room and settled onto a plastic bench in front of a narrow console. The wall in front of Marjorie appeared to be projected, like the wall in Dr. Pauling’s office.
Dawkins wasted no time with preliminaries. “Do we have an update on the Kingston incident?” she asked the room. PC officers looked at each other like they were all expecting someone else to answer.
Dawkins sighed at the lack of responses, drum­ming her fingers on the arm of her chair.
“Apparently,” she continued, “three laggers escaped from the safe house. But there seems to be some confusion over their identities.”
One of the men leaned forward and raised a hand. “Officers at the safe house reported only one lagger, ma’am.”
Dawkins shook her head. “We found three thumbprints at the train station in Kingston. I want all three.”
She scanned the blank faces in front of her. Out of the corner of her eye she spotted Marjorie, off to her left, waving a hand wildly. She swiveled her chair to face her.
“Marjorie?”
“I’m not sure all three were laggers,” Marjorie said excitedly. “We had the local authorities pull their DNA off the reader.”
“Let me guess. No M-genes?”
“No M-genes. No P-genes. No T-genes. No syngenes at all.”
Dawkins frowned. “No synthetics? Are you sure?” Marjorie wasn’t always the most reliable source of information, but this was extremely interesting, if true.
“The bio people are working on it, but so far they’ve got nothing.”
Dawkins pushed her chair away from the table and folded her arms. “Pull up the bio lab on the holocon. I want to know exactly what we’re dealing with.” She swiveled around to face the projected wall in front of Marjorie, leaning back in her chair.
Marjorie punched a few buttons on her console, then flipped a switch to her right. The shimmering wall in front of her disappeared, replaced by a blue room identical to the one in Dr. Pauling’s office. But this time the blue room disappeared as well, replaced by another room, a biology lab complete with test tubes, beakers, and Bunsen burners laid out on long tables. It was only a holographic image, but it was a good one. Half a dozen men and women in white coats were busy in the lab. Most looked up when the wall at the far end of the room dissolved.
In the lab, the dissolving wall was replaced by a hologram of the brief­ing room, with half a dozen uni­formed PC officers and the stern-faced commissioner looking out at them. The holocon transmission worked both ways—the rooms were virtually joined by a common wall.
One of the women in the lab didn’t look up when the briefing room appeared. She was hunched over a microscope, immersed in her work, and facing away from the holocon. So she didn’t notice when all other activity in the lab came to a halt.
From the briefing room, the only thing Dawkins could see of the woman at the microscope was long auburn hair flowing down over a white lab coat, the hem of a pastel blue print dress showing beneath the coat.
Standing up from her leather chair, Dawkins approached the holocon wall. “No synthetics?” she called out to the lab.
The voice startled the auburn-haired woman. She looked up from her microscope, quickly noticed everyone in the lab was staring at the far wall, and turned to face the holocon.
“Commissioner,” Bonnie Adams replied, with the same grimace she’d given to Peter an hour earlier.
Dawkins was happy to get even that much of a response.
“Is it human?” she asked.
“Yes, ma’am,” Bonnie answered. “Twenty-three chromosome pairs. But there’s quite a few sequences we don’t recognize.”
“New sequences? How is that possible? Could the laggers have pro­duced this?”
“No, ma’am, they look pretty advanced. I doubt we could’ve done it ourselves.”
Dawkins frowned. Aircraft sightings this morning and now laggers with no synthetic genes. Too much of a coincidence. She signaled to her assistant, and Marjorie responded by flipping switches on the console. The lab abruptly vanished, replaced once again by the blank holocon wall.
Dawkins stared at the wall and furrowed her brow, then turned to the assembled officials. “Find them,” she said.
 
Peter, Kellin, and Glendir made their way from Boston to the town of Littleton using several modes of public transportation that weren’t terribly fast but required no thumbprints—moving sidewalks to Waltham, a ferry to Concord on the new inland waterway, a trolley to Boxborough—and a lot of walking. They arrived in front of a nondescript black cube in a quiet neighbor­hood just before sundown. Peter insisted they wait until dark to enter, so they walked around the block several times, as if that wouldn’t be at all suspicious.
“Will she help us?” Kellin asked during one of these circuits.
“Bonnie? It all depends. She works for the PC, so she has to be careful. She won’t take any chances.”
Glendir frowned at that. “She works for the people who are looking for you?”
“It’s a long story.”
Glendir nodded like he understood, but ‘It’s a long story’ wasn’t exactly an explanation. At this point Glendir wasn’t even sure who were the good guys and who were the bad guys, although anyone trying to stop people from having kids was probably on the wrong side of the argument.
“You’re one of them, aren’t you?” he said to Peter.
“One of what?”
“A lagger.”
“No, it’s a mistake, I told you,” Peter said, then added, “And by the way, you’re hardly one to talk.”
“Mistakes can be straightened out. You wouldn’t be running if that’s all it was.”
“Look, this isn’t your concern, all right? I’m trying to help. So bug off.”
That shut Glendir up for all of about three seconds. “Why are you trying to help?” he asked.
Peter glared at him a moment, then softened. “I don’t know,” he said finally. “You look like you could be useful. And you’re old.”
“I’m not that old.”
“You’re a lagger, though. It’s obvious. All that gray hair.”
“My gray hair makes me a lagger?”
“Maybe. You got any kids?”
“A daughter. Vera.”
“There you go.”
 
The three men arrived in front of the house for the fourth time, and Peter decided it was dark enough to sneak in unseen. He led Kellin and Glendir past a row of tall hedges in front of the house, and along a narrow path on the side. Halfway down the path he stopped and got down on his knees.
Lifting up a football-sized rock, he brushed away the dirt underneath, revealing a small keypad. He punched several numbers into the pad and a hole appeared in the flat black wall next to him. The hole grew quickly to a circle a meter in diameter, as light from inside the house spilled into the alley. Peter directed Kellin and Glendir through the opening and then crawled through himself. The wall reappeared behind him, darkness returning to the alley.
Peter led Kellin and Glendir through the house into the kitchen, and from there through a narrow door and down a wooden ladder into a well-furnished basement, complete with a soft wool rug, com­fortable sofa, half a dozen chairs, and a television broadcasting a ballgame at low volume. Peter walked over to the television and turned it off. “So where’s this ship of yours?” he asked, more skeptical than curious.
“In the woods,” Kellin said. “Near the town where we met.”
“You left it in the woods?”
“It should be okay for a day or two,” Glendir said.
Peter wasn’t so sure. “How do you plan to get back there?”
“The same way we got here, I guess. The train.”
Peter didn’t doubt that the spacemen could find their own way back, but he wondered now what else they might have out there in the woods. Besides the silver case, what other tricks did they have up their sleeves?
“I could drive you,” he offered.
“You have a car?”
“Bonnie does.”
Peter stretched out on the sofa, draping his legs over the arm and propping a pillow under his head.
Kellin turned to Glendir. “Only one of us should go and get the sam­ples,” he said. “I could stay here.”
“We should stick together,” Glendir said.
“We passed a library when we came into town,” Kellin said. “I could do some research while you’re gone.”
“We’re here to find a cure. That’s it.”
“We’re also here to learn about Earth. When else are we going to have a chance like this?”
Glendir fumed. “Forget it. It’s too dangerous.”
“We’ve done okay so far.”
“We agreed, Kellin. No more trouble.”
Peter thought he should put an end to the bickering. He swung his legs off the sofa and sat up straight.
“Only one of you should go,” he said. “The fewer bogus creds, the better.” 

Chapter 11
 
BONNIE LEFT WORK at four o’clock, an hour earlier than usual. It was still light outside when she reached her car in the administration building parking lot. She raised the canopy, then tossed her purse into the passenger seat and climbed in. She slumped in the seat and took a deep breath. Gabbing the control stick, she backed out, then punched a route num­ber into the navigation keypad on the dashboard. The turbine spooled up and the car took over, following a programmed path out of the compound and onto the open road.
When she pulled up in front of her apartment building in Somerville half an hour later, she didn’t get out of the car. Instead she reached under the dash and disconnected a wire, then pulled a black plastic card out of her purse. The card was unmarked, except for the letters “LSH” hand­written in white fingernail polish. She plugged the loose wire from the dash into a receptacle on the card and reached for the control stick. The car lurched forward, edging away from the curb and joining the other traffic speeding down the avenue.
Navigation computers, or “navs” as they were typically called, worked in conjunction with a cellular network of signal towers and traffic com­puters, together with a worldwide infrastructure of sensors built into the roads. The simplest way to use the nav was to type in a destination code and let the car drive itself. The nav could also be disengaged to allow the car to be driven manually, although the traffic computers would still continue to monitor the car’s position and speed for traffic control and collision avoidance. In an emergency, the system would take over any car that posed a hazard.
As with any computer, navs could be hacked. Tampering with a car’s nav more often than not rendered the car immobile, but it was possible for a skilled technician to install a device that would bypass the system and operate the vehicle through a special nav card. Any route or topographical information could be recorded on the card, and that information would then override any signal from the traffic computers. The bypass device could also be programmed to misrepresent the car’s location, which wasn’t terribly safe in heavy traffic but had its advantages when you didn’t want anyone to know where you were.
Bonnie let the nav card handle the driving out of Somerville. She was tired, and worried about Peter. She didn’t see much of him these days, not since she started working for the PC, but she still worried about him, in part because of the usual danger associated with working undercover, but mostly because she was afraid someone might learn about their relationship. If the PC captured Peter, she could easily be next.
The problem was the writer, Mitchell Covington. She never trusted him. He was doing research for a book on laggers when he ran into Peter. He told Peter he could supply him with foolproof credentials in exchange for details on lagger habits, security, camp life, codes, and other inside information. She told Peter to refuse, but he wouldn't listen. Not that he ever did. Of course everything he told the writer was a complete fabrication. Covington must’ve found out, and that’s no doubt why he turned Peter in to the PC.
An hour later, Bonnie’s car rolled along a dark street in a quiet Little­ton neighborhood. The car dropped out of the traffic lanes and pulled up to the curb. Bonnie climbed out, then walked two blocks in the dim light to the safe house. Hurrying down the alley beside the house, she found the football-sized rock, punched the proper code into the keypad, and entered the building. She located Peter in the basement, half asleep, splayed out on the sofa and watching television with two men she didn’t recognize. The men were sitting quietly on the floor, engrossed in a ballgame.
Bonnie had expected Peter to be alone.
“Peter!” she shouted angrily. “What are you doing?”
Peter shook the cobwebs from his head and climbed up from the pile of cushions. He sat on the arm of the sofa and rubbed his eyes. Kellin and Glendir jumped to their feet.
“You’re not supposed to bring anyone here!” she yelled.
“It’s okay,” Peter said. “You gotta hear their story.”
He stood up, then reached out and grabbed Kellin by the arm, pulling him closer. “Guys,” he said, “this is Bonnie. Bonnie Adams.”
Kellin smiled and reached out a hand. “Kellin Rhonden,” he said politely.
Bonnie ignored the hand. She glanced sus­piciously back and forth at the two men, and then an odd thought occurred to her.
“Peter,” she said warily, “were these men with you at the train station in Kingston?”
“How’d you know that?”
“Oh, wow.”
She stumbled back into a chair and sat down, stunned.
“There’s something wrong with them,” she said.
“No kidding,” Peter said. “You should’ve seen what they were wear­ing.”
Bonnie took a deep breath. She looked up at Kellin, then Glendir.
“Where are you from?” she asked the older man.
Glendir didn’t answer, but looked instead to Peter for advice.
“Will she believe us?” he asked.
Peter shrugged. “Worth a shot.”
Glendir turned to Bonnie. “We’re from the colonies.”
“The colonies?”
“Outer space,” Peter offered.
“What?”
Peter nudged Glendir. “Tell her,” he said.
Glendir frowned. “Peter said you could help us,” he said finally. “We have some blood samples. We’d like you to analyze them.” 
“Blood samples? Where?” 
“We have to get them,” Glendir said. “We left them in the pod.”
“Pod?”
Peter turned to Bonnie. “Can we borrow your car?”
“What’s going on, Peter? Who are these men?”
“Friends of mine. They got me out of a jam back in Kingston. I thought you could help them out. But I have to drive them back there first.”
“You have to get to camp. You have to talk to Leroy about new creds. You can’t go wandering all over the countryside with the PC looking for you.”
“We’ll be back before you know it.”
Bonnie shook her head. “It’s too dangerous.”
“I know what I’m doing.”
“You never listen to me, Peter.”
“Have I ever been caught?”
Bonnie heaved a sigh. “You’re not driving my car.”
“Can you get us a rental?” 

Chapter 12
 
THE RENTAL CAR looked exactly like Bonnie’s. In fact, it looked like every car Glendir had seen so far—a green tube with a tinted plastic canopy.
Glendir had agreed to make the trip to Kingston alone with Peter, leaving Kellin behind. He realized now they should have brought the sam­ples with them when they left the pod, but at the time they knew nothing about the planet or its people, and the idea of traipsing through the woods carrying vials of blood and diseased tissues wasn’t all that appealing.
In any case, it wouldn’t take much time to go and get the samples now. Peter estimated two hours. Glendir intended to stay on the planet no more than another twenty-four hours, which would leave plenty of time for them to get back to the Kumar and fire up the engines before they were too cold to restart. He wasn’t sure how long the biologist would need to analyze the samples, and she didn’t seem to be all that cooperative, but Peter assured him Bonnie would do everything she could to help.
The rental car slipped through Kingston and raced out of town on the main highway at a good clip, turbine engine humming and flywheel charg­ing. Headlights revealed only the road ahead and the tall pines rushing past on either side. Stars glowed in the narrow band of sky between the dark trees. Moon­light filtered through the branches and glistened off patches of snow deep in the forest.
Inside the car, Glendir scanned the scenery from the right seat. Peter dozed in the left, letting the nav drive the car. Glendir spotted a small hill with an outcropping of rocks at the base, and recognized it as the spot he’d suggested last night to Kellin where they might get some rest. He reached over and shook Peter’s arm.
“We’re getting close,” he said.
Peter sat up straight, blinked a few times, and peered out through the canopy.
“What are we looking for?” he asked.
“Get ready to stop.”
Peter swiveled his head, trying to spot the space­ship, or whatever it was. All he saw were trees.
“Here!” Glendir shouted.
Peter punched a button on the dash with his fist. The flywheel gears slammed into reverse and the car skidded to a halt, throwing its occupants into their harnesses.
The car pulled immediately off the highway as the whine of the turbine faded. Headlights peered into the trees, dust dancing in the high beams.
The canopy popped open and Glendir climbed out. He reached back into the car and pulled out the silver case. Peter climbed out slowly and studied the landscape. Nothing unusual. No sign of a spaceship.
Glendir pointed to a narrow break in the trees, fifty meters back.
“That way,” he said, and started walking quickly toward it.
Peter ran along behind him, glancing now and then back to the car.
“I don’t see anything,” he said.
They reached the break in the trees.
“That’s the path we took,” Glendir said.
“Huh? There’s a million paths here. How do you know it’s that one?”
Glendir pointed to the Douglas firs along the road. “I remember those trees.”
“You remember? That’s crazy. Nobody remem­bers trees.”
Glendir stepped through the narrow opening. “Let’s go. It’s not far.”
Peter hesitated. “This better be worth it,” he said. “You’d better have one bad-ass spaceship in there.” He took one last look at the car, shook his head in doubt, and hurried after Glendir.
 
Bonnie and Kellin had moved upstairs to the kitchen. Bonnie stirred tomato and vegetable soup in a recalorator, a cooking device that stood on the floor and looked like a tall crock pot. Vents at the base radiated heat. Kellin sat in a chair close to the device, warming his hands and feet. The soup smelled wonderful. He hadn’t eaten all day.
Bonnie tried to make sense of what Kellin was telling her.
“Alpha what?” she said without looking up from the soup.
“Centauri. From here, it’s the brightest star in the constellation Cen­taurus. Of course, it’s actually two stars. Three, if you count the dwarf.”
Bonnie opened a cabinet door above the on the kitchen counter.
“Alpha Centauri,” she mused. “That’s a new one. Guys usually tell me they’re from Italy.”
“Italy?”
“Never mind.”
She opened a small door in the side of the recalorator and placed a bowl inside. A moment later she pulled the bowl out, now full of a thick red broth. She set it on the kitchen table. “Come and eat,” she said.
Kellin stood and dragged his chair to the table. Bonnie filled the other bowl and placed it across from his. He watched her walk lightly around the table and sit. He didn’t make a move for his soup.
“I hope it’s compatible with your DNA,” Bonnie said, half-jokingly, as she draped a cloth napkin over her lap.
Kellin watched Bonnie pick up her spoon, dip it in her soup, blow on it, then eat. He duplicated each procedure exactly.
Bonnie smiled across the table. “So where are you from, really?”
“It’s not important,” Kellin said. He stared at the soup and took another sip. “This is really good.” 
 
Glendir hurried along the narrow path toward the open meadow. It was dark and he had to keep his eyes focused on the trees. He could hear Peter thrashing through the bushes a few meters back.
“Watch out for animals,” he called out more than once, although he didn’t see any himself.
The trees began to open up, and the field where the Centauri pod had landed was visible in the dis­tance. Glendir ran ahead of Peter and stopped next to a patch of bare ground, a large circle scorched black in the moonlight-green meadow. He scanned the field in horror. The pod was gone.
He got down on one knee, set the silver case on the ground, and stared at the black circle in dismay.
Peter wandered up and surveyed the clearing. He looked skeptical.
“I don’t see it,” he said, kicking idly at the burnt grass. “Is it invisible or something?”
“It’s gone,” Glendir replied weakly.
“Yeah, right,” Peter scoffed. “You sure this is the place?”
“I’m sure. Someone must have moved it. Who would do that?”
“Come on, Glen. If someone took it, don’t you think they’d wait around to see who—”
Peter froze. The color drained from his face. He cursed, then scanned the dark and silent meadow.
“I think we’d better—”
That’s as far as he got. The field exploded in light. A dozen white vans moved in and surrounded the two men. Before Glendir could even think to run, an amber beam flashed from a black tube a few meters away and all of the lights went out.
 
When Glendir woke up he thought his legs were gone. He was lying on his back on the floor of a cluttered van and couldn’t feel his legs. He looked down at his feet in the dim light and much to his relief found them both where he expected. But he couldn’t make them move.
He was pushed up against one wall of the van, surrounded by boxes and pipes and other equipment he didn’t recognize. The only light in the van was a glowing panel, twenty centimeters square, built into the headliner. He could raise his head a few centi­meters, enough to see Peter stretched out on a bench across from him. Peter appeared to be unconscious. 
A man in a gray uniform and blue vest sat on a bench near the back of the van. Stenciled above a WPCA patch on his vest was the name BURKE. When he saw Glendir stir, he waved his stun tube and smiled.
“Want some more?”
“Where are we?” Glendir asked.
“Not your concern.”
“Where’s our landing pod?”
Burke shook his head. “Look,” he said. “Let me explain how this works. I ask the questions and you talk when I tell you to, got it?” The officer sounded more amused than annoyed.
Glendir raised himself up enough to wedge his elbows under his shoulders. “You don’t understand,” he said. “I have to find that pod. It’s our only way out of here.”
Burke laughed. “You ain’t getting out of here. Only place you’re going is jail.”
“But I don’t belong here. It’s a mistake.”
“Maybe,” Burke said, more thoughtful, “but it was your mistake, old timer. Your decision. You laggers never learn.”
Glendir found he could wiggle his toes. He struggled to pull himself higher. “There was a large sphere in the field,” he said, “where the grass was burned. A white sphere about three times as tall as a man.”
“Nothing in that field but a few dead rats.”
Glendir grimaced. He wondered how the PC might’ve moved the pod, and how far they might’ve gone. “How long were you waiting for us?” he said.
Burke raised his stun tube and aimed it directly at Glendir’s head. “Ask me again,” he said. He was no longer amused.
Glendir lay back down and closed his eyes. 

Chapter 13
 
KELLIN WAS WORKING on his second bowl of soup. His jacket was draped over the back of his chair and his open shirt exposed his glossy spacesuit underneath. Bonnie studied him curiously across the table.
“And you’ve never heard of gene synthesis?” she asked. “The M-gene?”
Kellin shook his head.
“PC laws?”
“Sorry.”
“Mystery man,” Bonnie said, shaking her head.
“How long have you lived like this?” Kellin asked.
“A long time. Gene synthesis goes all the way back to the end of the twenty-first century. But the PC laws started a century before that, in China. Eventually the whole world had them. They were dropped for a while, I think around the twenty-fifth century. Population was less than half a billion, so no one cared. Until the M-gene.”
Kellin frowned. “This was after the space mis­sions?”
“Way after. None of the space travelers had the M-gene. That’s why they all died out.”
Kellin grimaced. The M-gene. Obviously some kind of genetic engi­neering, the key to their longevity. Which meant their medical technology had to be pretty good. You couldn’t do much better than immortality.
“At first,” Bonnie continued, “nobody wanted the M-gene. It wouldn’t work in adults. Too many cells to replace. It’s a complicated procedure. It’s called the M-gene, but it’s actually hundreds of genes in twelve different chromosomes. So they had to be spliced in at the zygote stage. Nobody knew what would happen as the embryo developed. I guess they were scared. But a few parents eventually decided to try it, and that was it. They created a whole new race. A race of immortals. Evolution took over after that.”
“Evolution?”
“Sure. Because they lived forever, immortals could have way more children than the mortals ever could. So naturally the immortals took over. Mortals are extinct.”
Kellin took all this in slowly. He knew what the word evolution meant, but he’d never heard it applied to people before. Many things evolved—technology, fashion, cultures—but not people. People didn’t change. How could they?
“So how old are you, then?” he asked.
“Old?” Bonnie said indignantly. “I’m not old.”
“No, I mean your age. The number of years since you were born.”
“Age isn’t a number. It’s a condition. Young or old. We’re young, your friend is old.”
“I guess I was wondering how long you’ve been around.”
“I don’t know,” Bonnie said. “I could look it up if you want. Is it important?”
“You don’t know?” Kellin said, incredulous.
“Not off hand. What difference does it make?”
Kellin shrugged. Not much, he supposed. “How far back can you remember?”
Bonnie thought about that for a minute. “I remember a couple hun­dred years ago I was working at a factory. I’m not sure exactly when. A woman was killed.”
“Killed? How?”
“I’m not sure. I just remember she was killed, and it was a big deal.”
“But you don’t know when it happened.”
Bonnie shook her head. “It’s hard to remember anything more than a couple of hundred years back. I’m not sure I’d want to. Otherwise, after a while, you could never do anything new.”
“I guess I never thought of it that way.”
Bonnie nodded. “We actually have pretty normal lives. We get married and divorced. We visit places and look forward to things just like mortals used to do. We even go to school sometimes and start new careers. In fact, it doesn’t really feel like we live forever.”
“Only that you never die,” Kellin said.
“And we don’t have kids,” Bonnie added.
Kellin nodded. “Except for laggers. That’s why they’re after Peter, isn’t it? They’re concerned about the population.”
“They just don’t understand,” Bonnie said. “They don’t realize why we’re here. They think we’re a fluke, a product of—”
A chime rang, cutting her off. She jumped up and reached for a pro­jector on the kitchen counter. She clicked on the device and frowned when it projected an image of Commissioner Dawkins on the table.
“Commissioner,” she said. “What is it?”
“I need you at the precinct.”
“Tonight? Why? What’s going on?”
“We found one of the thumbprints.”
Bonnie slumped in her chair. She wasn’t sure what that meant, but she dreaded going back into work. She didn’t like spending any more time at the precinct than she had to.
“I’ll be there as soon as I can,” she said to the image, then clicked off the device.
“Stay here,” she said to Kellin. “If Peter and your friend show up before I get back, tell them to wait for me. I won’t be long.”
“I thought I might go to the library.”
“No. It’s not safe. You don’t have any creds.”
“I’ll be careful. I can stay away from the PC.”
“It’s not just the PC. There’s a bounty on laggers. Anyone could turn you in. Stay here until I get back.” With that, Bonnie grabbed her purse and jacket from a kitchen chair and hurried out of the room.
 
A white van skimmed along a winding road through a dark wood, turbine howling and headlights swinging in a wide arc. The van pulled through the gates of the Boston WPCA compound and drove all the way around to the transfer lot in back. The lot, used primarily for handling prisoners, was empty except for two trucks and half a dozen vans parked next to a loading dock.
A pair of robotic lights hovering over the dock drifted toward the arriving van and followed it across the lot to one of the cellblocks, a two-story building with a large number seven plastered across the back wall.
Doors at the rear of the van flew open and a PC officer stepped out, stun tube holstered at his side. Four security guards in black uniforms emerged from the building and marched quickly to the van. They dragged two dazed men out of the back of the vehicle and carried them to the rear door of the building.
On the outer wall next to the door was a 20-button keypad. One of the guards, the shortest of the group, reached into his back pocket and pulled out a white card. Reading from the card, he punched a code into the keypad. The door swung open.
A second guard, a burly young man with Peter slung over his shoulder, admonished the first guard. “Not supposed to write ‘em down, Kessler.”
The short guard shrugged. “They change the damn things every week,” he said, shoving the card back in his pocket.
The burly guard hauled Peter through the open door. Two more guards followed with Glendir sus­pended between them, facing backwards. Glendir had his head down, but his eyes were open. He watched the door to the cellblock swing closed, and noted a second keypad on the inside wall, next to the door. 

Chapter 14
 
PROFESSOR COLLIER STOOD in the brightly-lit lobby of the admin­istration building, glaring at the guard behind the desk. He was certain the man recognized him. As a WPCA consultant, the New York professor was a frequent visitor to the Boston precinct, and he was one of the few civilians allowed to roam the facility unescorted. But for some reason the stubborn desk clerk was refusing to issue him a pass.
“I’m sorry, sir,” the guard said for the fourth time, “but it’s after hours.”
“Call Dawkins,” Collier demanded, pushing his glasses onto the bridge of his nose, “and tell her it’s me.” He was clearly angry, but the guard was adamant.
“The commissioner isn’t available after five o’clock.”
“Available? What does that mean? Is she here or not?”
“Sir, if you don’t have a pass . . .” The guard stopped short of ordering the professor out.
Collier surveyed the room. A dozen security guards and officers were scattered around the lobby. At the moment they were all watching the action at the front desk. Collier whipped out a projector and pointed it at the desk. He tapped a button on the device, and after an awkward pause a tiny image of Marjorie Gould appeared.
Collier grimaced. He’d expected Dawkins.
“What do you want?” came the irritating voice from the projector. 
“Where’s the Commissioner?” Collier said.
“She’s busy.”
“I talked to her an hour ago. She’s expecting me.”
“Something came up.”
“Put her on, Marjorie.”
“She doesn’t want to be disturbed.”
Collier fumed. “In case you’ve forgotten, Miss Gould, I still have considerable influence over your—”
“She’s not here.”
Collier flipped the projector shut. He smiled tersely at the desk clerk, then marched toward the door in defeat.
At that exact moment, Dawkins strolled in, briefcase in hand. The guard at the desk snapped to attention, as did all of the other guards and officers in the lobby.
Dawkins spotted Collier, frowned for an instant, then recovered.
“Professor,” she said. “I tried to call you.” She continued across the lobby floor without missing a step. Collier had to run to catch her.
“What’s going on?” he said, then lowering his voice to just above a whisper, added, “I tried your apartment but you weren’t there.”
Dawkins slowed, responding at full volume. “I’m sorry, Professor,” she said coolly, “I know you wanted to meet this evening, but I’m afraid I have to cancel.”
“But I came all the way up from New York,” Collier protested.
Dawkins stopped, eyed the professor indif­ferently, then relented. “All right,” she said. “Come up to my office. I can give you a few minutes.”
She marched across the lobby with Collier in tow. Before they entered the corridor, Collier turned around to the guard at the front desk and sneered, barely resisting the urge to flip him off.
 
Collier matched Dawkins stride for stride until he was alongside her. The main corridors in the octagonal building turned a 45-degree corner every fifty meters, affording a small measure of privacy between turns. Dawkins scowled as they rounded a bend.
“I thought we were getting together tomorrow,” she said. “What was so all-fired important you had to come up here tonight?”
“Why did you send your goon squad to my office?”
Dawkins stopped halfway down the hall, next to a closed door. She spun toward the professor.
“What are you talking about?” she said, puzzled.
“The raid on my office.”
“I didn’t—”
Collier raised a hand to interrupt her. “Do you realize how this looks?” he said. “To the university? The faculty? My friends?”
Dawkins opened the door next to her and ushered Collier into a small, brightly-lit room. It looked like a supply closet. She glanced up and down the corridor to make sure no one was looking, then stepped in and closed the door behind her. Setting her briefcase on the floor, she turned to Collier with a reassuring sigh.
“I didn’t raid your office,” she said calmly. “How could I? New York is out of my jurisdiction.”
Collier wasn’t convinced. “We had an agreement, Connie. I can’t supply you with information if the laggers think I’m going to turn them in. They have to trust me. That’s how it works. That’s the only way it works.”
Dawkins’ puzzlement turned to recognition. “Pauling,” she said, nod­ding. “This is about Dr. Pauling, isn’t it?”
“I had him, Connie. I was this close to getting his entire network.” He took a deep breath, trying to relax. “Do you know what Dr. Pauling was doing in my office? He brought in a couple of laggers. You know what that means? It means he trusted me not to turn them in. He trusted me, and I almost had him, his whole group, and then you came along and yanked him out of my office.”
Dawkins shrugged. “I heard about the arrest,” she said. “Pauling was on New York’s watch list. They must have thought he was about to go under.”
“He wasn’t,” Collier said. “You could’ve asked me before you barged in and grabbed the guy.”
“I told you, Phillip, I didn’t have anything to do with that.”
Collier stared at the floor, shaking his head in doubt.
Dawkins relaxed. She knew she had the situation under control. She sauntered across the floor to the professor, then reached out and wrapped her arms around his waist.
“I wouldn’t do anything to ruin our arrange­ment,” she said. “You know that.”
Collier responded by running his fingers through her hair. He was only a centimeter taller than Dawkins, but she tended to slouch, and usually looked up at him when they were face-to-face. Dawkins closed her eyes, tilted her head back, and let the tension drain out of her neck muscles.
“If you want,” she said, “I could have Pauling released. New York owes me a few favors.” Not true, but Collier didn’t know that.
“No,” Collier said, “don’t bother. It’s too late.”
He cradled Dawkins’ face in his hands and she opened her eyes, looking up at him with an un­readable expression.
“What’s your schedule like tonight?” he asked in hopeful tones. “Do you have some time?”
Dawkins shook her head free. “I’ve got some­thing coming in.” She broke away and picked up her briefcase.
“What about later? Your place?”
“I’m going to be here a while.” She reached for the door, then stopped. “You know,” she added thoughtfully, “you might be interested in this. We captured a lagger today with no M-genes.”
“What?”
“No syngenes at all, according to my biologist.”
“That’s impossible.”
“You want to meet him?” 

Chapter 15
 
BUILDING SEVEN WAS ONE OF THREE cellblocks in the rear of the com­pound reserved for the more valuable prisoners, those who might have useful information to share. Cells on the top floor had windows, cells on the bottom did not.
Unlike the other two cellblocks, building seven had holocon facilities in every cell, which made it useful for interrogating prisoners remotely. Of course the precinct didn’t see many prisoners these days. The entire prison population of the Boston WPCA was currently only two.
Peter and Glendir shared a cell on the bottom floor. Besides having no windows, the cell had no walls. A pair of blue light barriers three meters apart defined the width of the cell, and a holocon barrier on one end and a thick pane of glass on the other defined the length. The floor and ceiling were made of a hard white plastic. A cot was shoved up against each light barrier for the prisoners, and a half-meter hole in the ground near the holocon wall served as a toilet.
The cell also had no door. When the guards brought Peter and Glendir in, they called the precinct security office in the administration building and had them drop the light barriers remotely. As soon as Kellin and Glendir were safely inside the cell, the barriers were turned back on. This was a security measure. Opening a cell from inside the cellblock was impossible, which meant no one could force a guard at knife point, for example, to release a prisoner.
Glendir paced behind the glass wall in front of the cell, the lines on his face etched with concern. Peter lay on his cot with one foot dangling off the side, staring at the ceiling.
“So, how do you remember so good?” Peter asked idly.
Glendir stopped pacing. “What?”
“The train schedules. The trees. Nobody remem­bers stuff that good.”
“My memory’s not that great. Kellin’s is better.”
“Are you kidding? You’re a freak. What’d you have for breakfast last Tuesday?”
“Tuesday?”
“Three days ago.”
“Why is that important?”
“Humor me.”
“I had a muffin. And a pear.”
“Freak.”
 
Glendir ignored the comment. Breakfast was the furthest thing from his mind. He certainly wasn’t hungry. The only thing that concerned him now, besides the missing landing pod, was the core temperature of the Lywis drive back on the Kumar.
One “feature” of the drive that Glendir had yet to overcome was the difficulty in starting the engines. Back home, the engines were ignited by firing mas­sive beams of gamma rays into the reactor. But the machines that generated those beams were larger than the Kumar itself, so bringing them along for the ride wasn’t an option. Glendir had determined from testing, however, that a hot engine could be restarted by reintroducing fuel to the reactor, and then carefully modulating the engine's magnetic confinement beams. After their eight-month journey through space, he estimated the engines in the Kumar would remain hot enough to restart for about a hundred hours, more or less.
They'd already used up thirty hours.
At least Kellin was free. Glendir wondered if he could somehow get a message to him. Maybe Kellin could find the pod and return to Centauri on his own. Unlikely, but it might be their only chance.
Peter sat up in his cot and studied the worried Centauri. “So, are you really from outer space?” he said.
Glendir looked over at him. “Why is that so hard to believe?”
“I don’t know. Why haven’t you been here before?”
“If it were up to me, we wouldn’t be here now. The Council . . .” Glendir stopped himself and shook his head. “Never mind.”
“No, I want to hear it.”
Glendir searched for an appropriate response. “We only recently developed interstellar travel.”
“Interstellar. Does that mean you can travel any­where in the galaxy? Anywhere you want?”
Glendir nodded.
“And Kingston, New York was your first choice?”
“Look,” Glendir said, clearly annoyed. “How is this possibly of any interest to you?”
“I might’ve gone to Hawaii.”
Glendir sighed and lay back in his cot. He tucked his hands behind his head and gazed at the ceiling, recalling the arguments he’d had with the Council on this very subject. Rehashing them now with his cellmate didn’t sound particularly appealing, but it wasn’t like he had anything else to do.
“When the epidemic began,” he said, “the Council looked to the stars for answers. They decided it must be fate that we’d develop the means to dis­cover the so-called Lost Planet at the exact moment in history we needed to find it. They commissioned eight spacecraft. Each ship would travel to a nearby star, looking for Earth.”
“And you and Kellin picked the short straw,” Peter said.
“Straw?”
“You found us.”
“Maybe.”
Glendir, of course, had never expected to find Earth. What he hadn’t told Peter was that of the eight ships commissioned, only one had been built. After innumerable false starts and outright failures no one on the Council wanted to bet the cost of eight giant starships on Glendir’s un­proven design. He had to fight for a year just to get the Kumar completed. Of the eight stars the Council had picked as possible locations for the Lost Planet, it was Kellin who convinced them that Earth would be found orbiting Alpha Cas. But Kellin had never convinced Glendir. It was simply asking too much to believe that a planet would develop the technology to colonize the stars, and then lose track of those colonies, and lose even the technology itself. It didn’t make sense.
But if this really was Earth, Glendir wondered, was it possible they actually had the medical tech­nology to cure the deadly Centauri disease? Two days ago he would’ve scoffed at the idea. For the past eight months all he’d ever dreamed about was returning to Centauri with news of the incredible success of the Lywis drive. For him, that would have been enough.
But maybe there was more. He sat up in his cot and turned to Peter. “If this is Earth,” he said, “what happened to you?”
“What do you mean?”
“Your science. Your technology. If you sent colonists to the stars thousands of years ago, you should be far ahead of us by now.”
“No, we stopped inventing stuff a long time ago.”
“Stopped? What for?”
“It wasn’t safe. People died.”
Glendir frowned. “All technology assumes a certain amount of risk,” he said. “It’s just something you deal with.”
“No. When you can live forever, you don’t take chances.”
Glendir sighed. He had to admit that sounded like a rather obvious statement, but he wasn’t convinced. People in his world took chances, but they weren’t prepared to die. They weren’t reckless. A calculated risk, when necessary, was perfectly acceptable. Just because you knew you were going to die someday didn’t mean you risked your life for nothing.
He stood and walked to the glass barrier at the front of the cell, peering out into the hall.
“How long will they keep us here?” he asked.
“In this room?”
“In jail.”
“You don’t know what the sentence is for laggers?”
Glendir shook his head.
“Don’t make any long-term plans.”
As Peter spoke, the holocon wall behind Glendir shimmered, then dissolved. The precinct briefing room appeared in its place. Glendir turned and walked straight toward the room, but found a soft barrier at the end of the cell, an invisible elastic membrane. He pushed his hand into the barrier and felt it push back.
He stood at the holocon interface and studied the image of the briefing room. A dozen men and women were sitting around a long table, all staring back at him as if he were an animal in a zoo. All of the faces were young. Eleven of them he didn’t recognize.
One he did.
 
Professor Collier sat quietly at the table next to Commissioner Dawkins. When the image of the cellblock appeared in the briefing room holocon, his jaw dropped. He recognized the lagger immediately. It was the old man, the one Dr. Pauling had brought to see him. He couldn’t remember his name, but he definitely remembered the gray beard. He shifted in his chair but didn’t say a word.
Contrary to any arrangement the commissioner thought she had with the professor, Collier had no interest in turning laggers over to the PC. He always appreciated the opportunity to talk with them, partly out of curiosity and partly because he was sympathetic to their cause. But his main interest in laggers was professional. He suspected that laggers quite possibly held the key to the future of science.
But not this one, thought Collier as he looked up at Glendir. This lagger was different. Collier had booted him out of his office, along with his young companion, after listening to their unbelievable story of extra­terrestrial origin. What a waste of time. No one knew more about the Centauri colonies than Collier, and for anyone to think they could get away with spinning a tale like that was downright insulting.
 
From his cell, Glendir eyed Collier warily. He wondered if the professor had been involved in the disappearance of the landing pod. Unlikely, since Collier didn’t actually believe he was from outer space. Still, he had a few questions for him, particu­larly about Dr. Pauling, although he thought it best to remain silent, at least for now.
Commissioner Dawkins stood up from her leather chair and saun­tered close to the holocon wall. She prowled back and forth in front of Glendir like a cat, not taking her eyes off him, until she finally stopped and glanced back at Marjorie.
“Did you find anything?” she asked. “Tools? Weapons?”
“A silver case,” Marjorie offered.
“Where is it?”
“Property, building six. They’re trying to figure out how to open it.”
“Go get it and bring it here. We’ll let the pro­fessor take a look.”
Marjorie nodded, then jumped up from her chair and dashed out of the room.
Dawkins turned to the holocon, addressing Glendir directly.
“Where’s the other one?” she said. “Your part­ner.”
“Are you in charge?” Glendir asked.
“Answer my question.”
“Why are you keeping us here? We haven’t done anything wrong.”
“Attacking PC officers? Allowing a known criminal to escape?”
“You don’t understand. We’re not here to hurt anyone.”
Dawkins shook her head. “We need the location of your camp.”
“I’m not from a camp. You know that.”
Dawkins glared. “Where are you from, then?” She folded her arms and waited for Glendir’s response.
The room fell silent.
Glendir wasn’t sure how to answer. If he told the truth, it was unlikely anyone would believe him. He would’ve been okay with lying to the woman if he thought it might result in his imminent release, but he didn’t know what sort of things she might want to hear.
While Dawkins fumed impatiently at the holocon barrier, Professor Collier stood slowly from his chair. He glanced around at the others in the room and cleared his throat.
“He says he’s from outer space,” Collier an­nounced.
Gasps went up around the room. A few chuckles followed, as all eyes turned to the professor. Dawkins spun on her heels, glaring at Collier with a vicious scowl.
“Could I have a word with you, Professor?” she said. “Outside?”
Dawkins marched irately toward the door. No one moved from their seats for fear of being noticed. Grimacing, Collier adjusted his glasses and followed Dawkins out the door. 

Chapter 16
 
TREVOR YOUNG pulled a gray jacket over his black WPCA security guard uniform and zipped it tight. He blew into his hands and gazed across the darkened compound.
Hover lights roamed the grounds, sweeping the roads and tree-lined paths, but Trevor paid no attention to them. His only interest at the moment was the administration building.
Something was going on over there, something big. Trevor could tell. There was too much activity for this time of night—people coming and going, extra guards on patrol.
When he came on duty this evening, he heard they’d captured a couple of laggers, but that couldn’t be it. Laggers came through all the time—for interro­gation, or trial, or just for processing to Ottawa. This wasn’t laggers. This was bigger. Trevor was dying to know what it was.
He thought he could get Marjorie Gould to tell him, but he was afraid to ask. She might get the wrong idea. He’d been avoiding her for months, ever since the incident in the blue room in building six. It wasn’t his fault, she practically threw herself at him, but he was still paying the price. Marjorie was trying to turn an innocent moment of indiscretion into a long-term commitment.
A car drove into the parking lot and Trevor wandered over to see who it was. He was a little surprised when the canopy lifted and Bonnie Adams stepped out. She hardly ever worked this late. Most days she was gone by the time Trevor came on duty, and he knew this because he always checked the roster at the front desk when he came to work, to see if she was still there. Not that he ever did anything about it when she was.
Trevor watched her grab her purse from the car and brush her hair back, that long auburn hair that went so nicely with her bright, blue-green eyes. Trevor noticed she was dressed a little more casually than usual. That was nice, too.
Bonnie lowered the canopy of her car and walked quickly toward the administration building. She seemed to be in a hurry, but Trevor figured he was only doing his job if he ran over there to make sure everything was okay. He coasted to a fast walk as he approached.
“Evening, ma’am,” he called out.
Trevor wished, at times like this, he could look just a little bit older. Get rid of the baby face. He’d tried growing a beard, many times, but if anything it made him look younger.
At least the uniform helped, even if it wasn’t the blue and gray of an actual PC officer. He tried to look authoritative.
“Kinda late to be working, isn’t it?”
Bonnie stopped and turned to the guard, appre­hensive. “I have twenty-four hour clearance,” she said, digging quickly through her purse for an ID.
“It’s okay, Miss Adams. No problem.” Trevor smiled awkwardly.
Bonnie should have been flattered that the guard knew her name. Instead she was paranoid.
“Is someone looking for me?” she said.
“Not that I’ve heard,” Trevor said, then gestured to the administration building. “Know what’s going on?”
Bonnie shook her head. “Laggers, I think. Why?”
“Well, you know, all this security. They really ought to tell us, don’t you think?” 
Trevor was getting a little tongue-tied, but Bonnie didn’t seem to notice. She nodded quickly, then asked, “Can I go?”
“Oh, sure, I just—do you need any help?” Trevor stammered. “Maybe I could, I mean I should walk you to the building. You know, for security.” That was incredibly stupid. Trevor’s face burned with embarrassment. But Bonnie smiled at him.
“I guess so,” she said, and he fell quickly into place alongside her.
The walk to the administration building was far too short. Trevor couldn’t think of anything to say, no clever observations, no witty asides, not even a polite compliment. He liked Bonnie’s perfume—it smelled like jasmine—but he would’ve died before saying anything about that. They reached the entrance to the lobby without a word and Trevor held the door awkwardly. Bonnie entered, smiling nervously. He smiled back, just as nervous for his own reasons.
“Have a nice day, Miss Adams,” he said, right before it occurred to him that it was in fact dark outside.
And also before he realized that Marjorie Gould was standing in the middle of the lobby, glaring at him like he’d just shot her cat. She was carrying some kind of silver case he didn’t recognize. He swallowed hard, then quickly slipped out of the building, letting the glass door close behind him.
 
Commissioner Dawkins and Professor Collier squared off in the hall out­side the briefing room. Dawkins was furious. She glared at Collier with her arms folded across her chest and a toe tapping menacingly on the hard plastic floor.
“You didn’t think to mention this earlier?” she said.
Collier looked like he’d been beaten up, eyes drooping and hands in his pockets.
“I’m telling you now, aren’t I?”
Dawkins drew a deep breath. “These are the laggers Dr. Pauling brought to your office?”
Collier nodded. “I don’t know what they’re trying to pull. They claim to be colonists from Alpha Centauri, but if they don’t have the M-gene, that’s impossible.”
Dawkins stopped tapping. She furrowed her brow. “Why is that?”
“It’s too far away. A hundred year trip, at least.”
“Could they be from somewhere else? A closer star, maybe?”
“There aren’t any closer stars. Trust me, Connie, whatever they tell you, they’re not from outer space.”
Dawkins shook her head, unhappy with the response. The aircraft they found in the woods looked like serious hardware. Certainly not your everyday lagger aircraft. An extraterrestrial origin was not out of the ques­tion. She shivered at the thought. If it was true, if the Kingston laggers were really from another planet, what would stop them all from coming here?
“What else aren’t you telling me, Phillip?”
“I swear, Connie, that’s all I know.”
Dawkins frowned and stared at the floor. 

Chapter 17
 
BONNIE HURRIED down the hall, glancing back every few seconds to see if Marjorie was following her. She wasn’t, but back in the lobby Marjorie had given her the dirtiest look. Bonnie couldn’t figure out what her problem was this time. Marjorie was always suffering one affront or another, mostly because people didn’t like her. She was always over­stepping her bounds. She was an administrative assistant and she acted like she owned the place. She ordered everyone around, including the officers, and ran crying to the commissioner whenever she had the slightest problem with anyone.
Bonnie had tried being friends once. They went to the movies and talked about boys. After a while Bonnie thought Marjorie was actually beginning to change, to open up a little. She was acting nicer to everyone, and people were responding, even some of the men. Bonnie tried to encourage her. She told Marjorie that she had a nice smile, and that she wasn’t at all unattractive, or really even all that overweight. She just needed to build up her confidence a little more.
Then one day Marjorie overslept and was late for work. She blamed it on one of the lab technicians, for no reason Bonnie could ever determine. Dawkins happened to drop by the lab that day and took a moment to scold the technician. The technician got mad, hunted Marjorie down, screamed at her and told her she was fat, and that no guy would ever go out with her. Marjorie was incensed, and ordered Bonnie to fire the tech­nician. Bonnie declined, and Marjorie wouldn’t speak to her again for two years.
That was Marjorie. That’s how she operated. If she had a problem now, Bonnie wasn’t going to worry about it.
Bonnie turned a corner in the hallway and saw Dawkins with Profes­sor Collier. They were standing outside the briefing room, arguing about something. That was never a good sign. The commissioner always seemed to be in a bad mood whenever the professor was around.
Dawkins looked up, spotted Bonnie, and waved her over.
“Adams, good, you made it.” She gestured to the briefing room en­trance. “In here,” she said. “Let me show you what we’ve got.”
Bonnie followed Dawkins and the professor into the room, then turned to the holocon. She winced when she saw Glendir standing in the prison cell, but her heart sank to the floor when she saw Peter sitting on a cot behind him. She took a deep breath and glanced around the room to see if anyone noticed her reaction. All eyes were on the laggers.
Glendir’s eyes widened when he saw Bonnie, and she thought he was about to say something to her. She brought her hand to her mouth and coughed loudly, trying to draw attention away from the holocon. Glendir spun around to question Peter, and Peter shook his head a tiny bit, just enough to warn Glendir to keep his mouth shut.
Dawkins marched up to the holocon to resume her interrogation of the prisoner. She faced Glendir with her arms folded across her chest. Collier hung back a few steps.
Bonnie stood directly behind Dawkins, pre­tending to study the in­mates. “Which one is it?” she asked.
“That one,” Dawkins replied, pointing to Glendir. “I want you to run a gamma series on him.”
“But he’s still alive.”
“I don’t care. I want to know where that DNA comes from.”
“I’m not going to run gamma tests on a live subject. It would kill him.”
“He’s a lagger. He expects to die.”
“Eventually. Not tonight.”
Collier stepped up. “Maybe she’s right, Commis­sioner. We should wait. We can find out more about him if he’s alive.”
Dawkins considered this for a moment, then returned her attention to Glendir.
“Is it true?” she asked him. “Do you really believe you came here in some kind of spaceship?”
Glendir frowned. “Why are you doing this?” he said. “You know who I am. You knew exactly where to find us, out in the woods.”
Dawkins shook her head. “You were picked up on a routine patrol.”
“No. You knew we were going to be there. You took our landing pod—” He stopped, scanning the sea of disbelieving faces staring back at him from the briefing room.
“They don’t know,” he said, returning his eyes to Dawkins. “You haven’t told them, have you?”
“There’s nothing to tell. No one’s stupid enough to believe you're here from another planet.”
“Why not? You sent colonists to the stars, didn’t you?”
“And they all died.”
“You know we didn’t.”
Dawkins glared, then turned to Collier for back­up.
“Professor,” she said, “would you please explain to our lagger friend here why he can’t be from Alpha Centauri?”
 
Collier stepped close to the holocon wall and looked Glendir in the eyes. He wasn’t sure what to make of the man. He’d hardly said a word back in his office. The other lagger, Kellin, did all the talking. This one was more of a mystery, although he seemed to be promoting the same ridiculous story as the younger one.
Collier decided he couldn’t really prove the man was lying, but he could certainly debunk the Alpha Centauri nonsense.
“How old are you, Mr. Lywis?” he asked.
“Forty-seven.” It was an honest response, and close enough, but Glendir was actually fifty-three in Earth’s shorter years.
“Forty-seven,” Collier repeated. “Tell me some­thing. How does a forty-seven-year-old man with no M-genes survive a hundred-year journey through space?”
“We made the trip in eight months.”
“I don’t think so. Alpha Centauri is four-point-three light years away.”
“In non-relative space.”
“Non-relative space?”
“We traveled in compressed space. By adjusting local gravitational densities. We only had to travel about six billion kilometers.”
Collier smiled. “Nice try. It’s impossible to create those kind of gravi­tational fields.”
“No, you can do it. There’s a boson, at an energy of 125 billion elec­tron volts. It’s responsible for all of the mass in the universe.”
Collier’s smile began to fade. The lagger seemed to have a passing knowledge of physics.
“The Higgs particle,” Collier said. “We know about it. So what? You can’t create them in any kind of numbers.”
“You can,” Glendir countered. “We use particle accelerators. Head-on collisions of heavy ions.”
“We have accelerators, too,” Collier argued. “But they don’t come close to generating the kind of energy densities you’re talking about.”
“We use magnetic confinement.”
“So do we. But there’s a limit to field strength, even with the strongest supercooled magnets.”
“Magnets?”
“For confinement. What else?”
“Magnetic monopoles. A beam of—”
Collier stopped him right there. “All right,” he said, raising a hand, “that’s enough.” He turned to Dawkins with a satisfied smile. “This is pure science fiction, Commissioner. Magnetic monopoles don’t exist.”
“Can I show you?” Glendir said. Collier spun back to the holocon as Glendir continued. “Magnetic monopoles are a direct result of the unified field equations.”
“So what? Those equations have never been solved.”
“Yes they have.”
Collier began to sweat. He had the lagger on the ropes and couldn’t finish him off. This wasn’t your garden-variety nut case. He knew what he was talking about.
“If I could get something to write on,” Glendir offered, “I could show you.”
Collier frowned. For a brief moment he enter­tained the idea that this unlikely stranger with no synthetic genes and a bizarre tale of spaceships and lost colonies might be able to demonstrate the solution to a problem that had plagued science since the days of Albert Einstein. But before he could say anything, Marjorie burst into the room with the Centauri’s silver case. She brought it to Dawkins, then returned to her position at the holocon controls.
Dawkins held the case out in front of Glendir’s nose.
“How does it work?” she asked.
Glendir shook his head. “Never seen it before.”
Dawkins scowled. She handed the case to Collier, then spun around and eyed Glendir with open hostility.
“This is a waste of time,” she said, turning to Bonnie. “First thing Monday, run a gamma series on him.”
Dawkins nodded to Marjorie, who shut down the holocon. Glendir and Peter disappeared, replaced by the blank briefing room wall.
Collier stared at the wall, a disconcerted look on his face. He lifted the silver case in his hand and inspected it curiously.
 
Bonnie rushed out of the administration building into the chilly night. She had to get back to the safe house. She needed to figure out a way to get Peter away from the PC, and she had to do it before they found out who he was. She also needed to know more about these gene-less laggers. What were they doing here? How did they get caught?
And would they be willing to help her get Peter out?
In the back of her mind, Bonnie knew it was impossible. Laggers didn’t escape. Everyone talked about laggers going to jail or getting transferred to Ottawa, but they all knew the truth. When laggers were caught, no one ever heard from them again. Ever.
Right now, though, Bonnie refused to let herself believe it. Those kind of thoughts would paralyze her. Destroy her. She wasn’t going to let her world end like this.
She was halfway to her car when Marjorie inter­cepted her in the parking lot. She reached out with a gloved hand and grabbed Bonnie’s shoulder, spinning her around.
“What’s going on?” Marjorie demanded.
Bonnie stared at her in surprise, speechless.
“I saw you with him,” Marjorie said.
“Who?”
“Trevor.”
“Who’s Trevor?”
“Just stay away from him, all right?”
“Is this some boyfriend of yours? Because I don’t know anyone named Trevor.”
Hunching her shoulders, Marjorie imitated Trevor’s last words to her. “Have a nice day, Miss Adams,” she said with a mocking smile.
Bonnie figured it out. “I didn’t even know his name.”
“Whatever you think you’ve got going on with him, forget it.”
“There isn’t anything going on, Marjorie,” Bonnie said, losing patience. “But you know what? If there was, you’d be the last to know.”
She walked away, then turned and fired back a sneer. “He was kind of cute.”
Marjorie steamed, shouting across the lot. “I’m warning you, Bonnie!” 

Chapter 18
 
FOUR CELLBLOCKS in the Boston precinct, designated A through D, were reserved for the most dangerous prisoners, or at least they were back in the days when the precinct had dangerous prisoners. The buildings were on the outer edges of the compound, sur­rounded by trees and accessible only on foot via long pathways through the woods. They weren’t protected by passcode locks. Entry was obtained by thumbprint and retina scan only, and access was restricted to the commissioner and a few of her most trusted advisors.
Of the four cellblocks, building D was the most secure, having the fewest number of authorized users. Among them were Professor Collier and Marjorie Gould.
Trevor Young crossed a wooded field between the administration building and building D on his way to patrol the northeast perimeter, a route he repeated every night around this time. His shift was half over and he was looking forward to lunch. The parking lots were empty. The flurry of activity from earlier in the evening had dissipated, and while Trevor was no closer to finding out what all the excitement was about, he was still in high spirits from his encounter with Bonnie.
His spirits sank markedly when a woman bundled in a heavy coat and gloves came running out of building D on an intercept course. He considered a detour, the road to the transfer lot or the footpath around building C, but before he could make a move, Marjorie was on him.
“Hello, Trevor,” she said evenly.
“What’re you doing here?”
“There’s a problem in building D. Can you come and take a look?”
“I’m not authorized.”
“It’s okay, I’m authorizing you.” Marjorie scanned the dark and quiet compound. No one else in sight. “It shouldn’t take long.”
“What’s the problem?”
Marjorie attempted a seductive smile. “Can we discuss it inside?” she said, nodding toward the building.
Trevor winced. “I’m on duty.”
She sauntered closer and unbuttoned her coat. “I promise, you’d be acting in the line of duty.”
Trevor stared at her and measured his options. Marjorie wasn’t ugly. In fact, he actually found her kind of attractive, in a plump sort of way. But he worried she might be a psycho. “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” he said.
“I’ll be the judge of that.”
“It’s almost lunch time.”
“Half an hour, okay?”
“What if we get caught?”
“In building D?”
Trevor was out of ammunition. “Marjorie, look,” he said, “we both have jobs here. Let’s not start anything, okay?”
Marjorie smiled coyly. “It’s a little late for that, don’t you think? You haven’t forgotten about the blue room, have you?”
“That was a mistake.” And so was that, but Trevor didn’t realize it until he’d said it. Marjorie glared, hands on her hips. Trevor tried to recover. “I just don’t think I ought to be getting involved with anyone from work,” he stammered.
“Not even Bonnie Adams?”
Trevor stiffened.
“I know what’s going on,” she said.
“I hardly know her.”
“Really? Well, isn’t that too bad for you,” she said, sneering. “I see the way you look at her. You’re so obvious, it’s pathetic.”
“Marjorie, come on. Let’s try and be adults about this, okay? I still want to be friends.”
Apparently, Marjorie didn’t. Without another word she spun on her heels and stormed off toward the administration building.
 
Kellin wasn't sure if the loud crash came from the television set or from somewhere upstairs. He was in the basement of the safe house, watching a news program about the lagger uprising in Charlotte, when the ceiling reverberated with a loud thud. More noises followed. Footsteps. Kellin found the volume control on the television and turned it down. He could still hear the noise. Someone was running around upstairs. Peter and Glendir must’ve returned.
He rushed to the wooden ladder and peered up at the basement door. Light filtered down through the narrow slit at the bottom. He was about to climb the ladder when the door opened and a man lowered himself down. Kellin stepped back to give him room. The man hopped off the bottom rung, spun around, and jumped back, startled.
“Who are you?” the man asked.
Kellin’s eyes narrowed. It wasn’t Peter and it wasn’t Glendir. It wasn’t anyone he’d seen before. The man had short dark hair and a round face. He seemed older than everyone else, closer to Kellin’s age. Kellin shoved his hands in his pockets.
“I’m Kellin,” he said. “Kellin Rhonden.”
The man studied Kellin’s face for a moment and seemed to relax. “I’m Scott,” he said. “Is Pete around?”
“He went to get something.”
“Know when he’ll be back?”
“Soon.”
Scott nodded and scanned the basement, noting the television, the empty furniture, and the entrance to the escape tunnel. “You alone?”
Kellin nodded.
“Got a car?”
Kellin shook his head.
“How’d you get here, then?”
“Peter took us.”
Scott reached into his shirt pocket and slipped out a small black card. He held it up in front of Kellin, smiling like a thief.
“Pete gave me this,” he said. “If we had a car, we could get to a camp.”
Kellin frowned. “Peter should be back any minute. He has a car.”
Scott nodded and shoved the card back in his pocket. He wandered over to the television and turned it on. A news program. He changed the channel. A cooking show.
“So where are you from?” he said. “Where’s your camp?”
Kellin hesitated. Scott seemed to have a lot of questions. “I’m not from around here,” he said cautiously.
“I’m from Charlotte,” Scott said. “The data center.” He glanced back at Kellin, expecting some kind of reaction, but Kellin only stared.
“You didn’t hear about it?”
Kellin had seen something on the news about a Charlotte data center. He wasn’t sure if that’s what Scott was referring to. He shook his head.
“I guess they kept it quiet,” Scott said. “We brought down the whole scanner network, Orlando to New York, for almost three days,” he added, smiling proudly. “The southeast was wide open.” He flipped to a sports channel and plopped down on the sofa. “Before they traced the hack to us, we’d uploaded more than six thousand creds.”
Kellin frowned. The news program had called the uprising in Charlotte an act of terrorism. That didn’t sound good.
“Why did you come here?” he asked.
“When they shut down the center, we got split up. I knew Pete from the camp in Knoxville, and he told me if I was ever in trouble, head north. So here I am.”
“Are you going to wait here until Peter gets back?” Kellin asked.
“Not much choice.”
“I was thinking about going out for a while,” Kellin said. “To the library.”
“Knock yourself out.” Scott kicked back on the sofa, hands behind his head.
“I thought someone should be here. In case Peter got back before I did.”
“No sweat. I’ll tell him where you went.”
Kellin nodded. “I won’t be long.”
Scott, engrossed in the television, didn’t respond.
Kellin climbed the ladder to the kitchen and shut the basement door. He found the exit to the alley and hurried down the path to the sidewalk, then retraced the route they’d taken through town. The streets were deserted. He saw few people in cars, and no one else on foot.
He was a little apprehensive about wandering the streets alone, but he knew a trip to the library would be worth the risk. He wanted to bring back as much information as he could about the planet, and this might be his only chance. Bonnie had warned him about going out, but Scott seemed to be okay with it, although the jury was still out on whether or not Scott was a terrorist. Of course Glendir had also told him not to go anywhere, but that didn’t count. Glendir was not in charge of the mission.
He reached the library in less than an hour. The squat building sat on a small hill above the main road, surrounded by sloping fields of snow-covered grass. He paused briefly on the sidewalk, then followed a brick path up the hill to the brightly-lit entrance.
Kellin wasn’t sure what to expect from Earth libraries, but the loud music that greeted him when he stepped inside was something of a sur­prise. The library was empty except for a woman sitting behind a desk near the entrance. She looked up at him, seemed embarrassed by the noise, and reached across her desk to a row of buttons. The music stopped.
The woman, despite her youth, still managed to effect the look of a classic librarian, with mousy brown hair and narrow eyes peering out through thick-rimmed glasses. Kellin didn’t find her unattrac­tive, but thought she probably hadn’t had a date in a while either.
“Sorry,” the woman said, “no one usually comes in this late.”
Kellin smiled. “I hope you can help me. I’m looking for information about this planet.” He almost said your planet, but caught himself in time.
“The planet?” the librarian said, amused. “Like geography?”
“Everything. History, mostly.”
She punched a button on her desk and a screen popped up. She tapped the screen a few times.
“World history. Seventy-three thousand, six hundred eighty-two volumes. Want to narrow it down?”
Kellin walked around the desk for a better view of the screen. The librarian looked him up and down, smiled, and offered a chair.
“Have a seat,” she said, “if you’re not in a hurry. What’s your name?” 

Chapter 19
 
AFTER EVERYTHING she’d been through in the last several hours, Bonnie was in no mood for sur­prises, so when she dropped down the ladder into the basement of the Littleton safe house and found Kellin missing, replaced by a complete stranger asleep on the sofa, she lost it. The blast of expletives unloaded at the top of her lungs woke Scott with a vengeance. He bolted upright.
“Who are you?” he said, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.
She stood in front of him, feet planted and arms folded. “I might ask you the same thing.”
“I’m a friend of Pete’s.”
“Are you from outer space too?” she asked, but decided from his reaction, probably not.
“Where are you from?” she asked instead.
Scott stood slowly and backed nervously toward the tunnel. “Are you PC?” he said. It was a stupid question. If she was, she’d never admit it, which is why he jumped when Bonnie flashed her ID card. The round WPCA logo was unmistakable.
“You’d better tell me exactly what’s going on,” she said firmly.
Bonnie watched Scott’s eyes dart back and forth between her and the tunnel entrance. She thought he might make a run for it, but instead he folded his arms across his chest, hiding his thumbs from any potential scanner that might appear.
“I got lost,” he said. “Car trouble. I don’t know who lives here.”
Bonnie eyed him suspiciously, but her concern was easing. The man had to be a lagger. He looked a few years older, he knew how to get in the house, and he knew Peter.
But why didn’t he use the code word?
“What’s your name?” she asked.
Scott shook his head, wrapping his arms tightly across his chest.
“Look,” Bonnie said, losing patience, “there’s no one else here. I’m alone. I haven’t seen a soul.”
Scott started breathing again. That was the code word. He asked Bonnie, “Have you had breakfast?” That was the countersign.
Bonnie glared at him. “What’s the matter with you?” she scolded. “You’re supposed to use the code right away, not wait for me.”
“I figured you were okay. You got in the house, didn’t you? How’d you get that badge?”
Bonnie shoved the ID back in her purse and pulled up a chair. She didn’t sit down.
“My name’s Bonnie,” she said. “I’m undercover at the Boston pre­cinct. The biology lab.”
“I’m Scott.” he said, slipping the black nav card out of his shirt pocket and holding it up. “Pete gave me this. He said it’ll get me to a camp. I just need a car.”
Bonnie winced. Peter shouldn’t be handing out nav cards so freely. “I can’t go anywhere right now,” she said, then added, “There was someone here earlier. Did you see anyone when you came in?”
“Kellin? He went to the library.”
Bonnie cursed at the floor. “I told him to stay here,” she said. “He doesn’t have any creds.”
“You’re kidding! He went out there with no creds?”
Bonnie slung her purse over her shoulder. “I have to find him. PC’s got Peter, and Kellin may be the only chance I’ve got to get him out.”
Scott’s eyes widened. “They got Pete?”
“And a friend of Kellin’s. I have to find out what they’re doing here.”
Scott took a deep breath. “If Pete’s gone,” he said, “I can’t hang out here. I’m going with you.”
Bonnie scowled. “Whatever, but you’re not bringing that nav card. Leave it here.” She hurried to the ladder and climbed up to the kitchen. Scott slipped the nav card under the television, then followed Bonnie upstairs and out of the house.
 
Kellin sat next to the librarian, scanning pages on her index screen, reading quickly through the titles. The librarian rested an elbow on the desk with her head in her hand, watching Kellin with dreamy eyes.
“Why so much interest in world history?” she said. “You got a big test coming up?”
Kellin looked up. “Test?”
“You’re in school, aren’t you?”
He shook his head. “You have a lot of informa­tion here. I’d really like to get copies.”
“I might be able to arrange that. Which book?”
“All of them.”
The librarian smiled. “Tell you what. Anytime you want to look at a book, give me a call. You want my number?”
Her advances were lost on Kellin. “I don’t think that’ll help. I’m not from around here. And I have to leave in a few hours.”
The librarian frowned. “Figures,” she said, then more optimistically, “I get off at eleven. We could go and get something to eat before you go.”
He gazed at the librarian and sighed. “I’d like to,” he said, “but I can’t.”
The librarian tried a more sympathetic approach, pouting like a baby. “Aw, come on,” she begged, a smile creeping in.
Kellin grinned. “You sound like Vera.”
“You’re married?” The librarian’s smile quickly faded.
“No,” Kellin assured her, “Vera’s my friend’s daughter. She’s only eight.”
“Eight what?”
“Eight years old.”
“Eight years?” The librarian paled. “What do you mean? Like a—?” She edged away from Kellin, her eyes darting to the row of buttons on the top of her desk. She took a deep breath.
“You know,” she said slowly. “It just occurred to me. There might be a way for you to get copies of our books. Do you have a reader at home?”
Kellin shook his head nervously. He was begin­ning to suspect that mentioning Vera might not have been especially prudent.
“We have an extra one,” the librarian said. She pushed a button on her desk and a dark blue pad next to the button began to glow. “I could let you check it out.”
“Check it out?”
“Borrow it,” she said, gesturing to the pad. “All I’d need is a thumb­print.”
Kellin hesitated, then reached out his thumb. He stopped short of the pad. “Maybe that’s not such a good idea,” he said. “I might not be back for a long time.”
The librarian pushed another button on her desk.
“Is there a prob­lem?” she asked.
“I have to go.”
Kellin stood quickly and hurried to the door. It wouldn’t open. He turned to the librarian.
“How do I open it?”
She pointed to the blue pad on her desk.
“Thumbprint.”
Kellin guessed the odds of his thumbprint opening the door were slim, but he was out of options. He returned to the desk and pressed his thumb to the pad, then walked back to the door. Still locked. He turned to the librarian, eyes pleading. “It’s not what you think,” he said.
The librarian opened a desk drawer and pulled out a projector.
“Doesn’t matter what I think.” She punched in a number on the projector screen, then glanced up at Kellin and gestured to the rows of bookcases behind her.
“You might be more comfortable back there,” she said. “Plenty of books to read.”
 
A green car pulled up and parked in front of the library. Bonnie and Scott climbed out, and after a brief discussion they decided that Scott would wait by the car and Bonnie would check to see if Kellin was inside. No sense exposing Scott if Kellin wasn’t there.
Bonnie hurried up the path to the library en­trance. She tried the door but it was locked. Cupping her hands over her eyes, she pressed her nose to the glass. She saw the librarian sitting inside at her desk, and pounded on the door. The librarian looked up but didn’t budge. Bonnie held her WPCA ID flat against the glass. The librarian pushed a button on her desk, hurried to the door, and opened it a crack.
Peering over the librarian’s shoulder, Bonnie scanned the room. “I’m looking for someone,” she said.
“You got here fast. He’s in the stacks.” The librarian pointed to the bookcases in the back of the room, then frowned. “Shouldn’t there be more of you?”
Bonnie looked confused for a moment, then figured it out. “You’re the one who called?” she asked.
“That’s right,” the librarian said. “I get the reward, don’t I?”
Bonnie grimaced. “If he checks out, it’s all yours.” She said it casually, but inside her nerves were shot. “There’s a van on the way,” she added. “Six more officers. Stay here and let them in. I’ll go and get the lagger.”
Bonnie hurried to the bookcases. She found Kellin poring over a reader, scanning pages in a biology textbook. He looked up and smiled when he saw her.
“This is fascinating,” he said, pointing to the reader. “There’s millions of animal species on this planet. You’ve got an incredibly complex ecol­ogy.”
“Yeah, it’s mind-boggling. Come on, let’s go.”
“I want to finish this chapter.”
“Are you nuts?” Bonnie said. “PC’s going to be here any minute.”
Kellin frowned, but reluctantly followed her through the library. They stopped at the front desk, Kellin glaring at the librarian like a man betrayed. Bonnie addressed the mousy-haired woman with the most authoritarian tone she could muster.
“He’s not on our list,” she said, “but he doesn’t have a valid credential either. We’ll bring him in. If he turns out to be a lagger, you’ll get full credit.”
The librarian smiled, pleased to have done her civic duty, but more importantly planning how to spend the reward.
Bonnie ushered Kellin out the front door. “We have to talk,” she said as soon as they were outside, “about your friend.”
Down the street, a white van hovered into view. The van slithered up the street toward the library. Bonnie cursed.
Scott, loitering on the sidewalk near Bonnie’s car, took off running, vanishing into the night.
Bonnie and Kellin rushed down the hill to the car. Reaching into her purse for the keys, Bonnie popped the canopy just as the white van pulled up behind. Kellin quickly climbed into the car. Doors on the van flew open and six PC officers in gray and blue emerged. Four officers charged up the hill and hustled into the library. Two remained behind and confronted Bonnie.
“Excuse me, Miss,” the taller officer said. “Could I see some ID?”
“What for?”
“Sorry, we got a call. Have to check it out.” The officer pulled out a thumbprint scanner.
Bonnie quickly fished her WPCA ID out of her purse. “That won’t be necessary,” she said, gesturing to the scanner. She held the ID out for both officers to inspect.
“You work at the precinct?” the shorter officer said.
Bonnie nodded. “That’s right,” she said. “In the biology lab,” then added, “for Commissioner Dawkins.” She enunciated Dawkins’ name clearly. The officers were suitably impressed.
“Sorry, ma’am,” the taller one said as they both backed away. “Just doing our job. Didn’t mean to hold you up.”
Bonnie smiled politely and climbed into her car.
The two officers charged the hill. They were met at the library entrance by their fellow officers and an angry librarian. They exchanged words briefly, then spun toward the street. Bonnie’s car was speeding away. The officers flew down the hill and clambered into the van.
Bonnie turned right onto a side street, left at the next intersection, then wove through town until she was thoroughly lost. She parked the car, popped the canopy, turned to Kellin, and said, “Out.”
Kellin didn’t move.
“Look,” she said, “it’s going to take them all of two minutes to track down this car. You can’t be here when they find me.”
“Where should I go? The house?”
Bonnie hesitated. She wasn’t sure what to tell him. She didn’t know anything about this man, other than the fact that he’d somehow gotten Peter arrested and had completely ignored her advice to stay at the safe house. She didn’t want to trust him, but as she stared blankly into the dark streets, she realized she didn’t have a choice. Kellin would want to save his friend, and that could make him useful.
“Listen carefully,” she said. “There’s a water tower south of town, very tall, you can’t miss it.”
“South?”
“Follow the moon. It’s not far. At the base of the tower you’ll see three sewer drains. Find the one closest to the trees, crawl in, and follow the tunnel to the north. In the tunnel you’ll have to take seven branches, in this order—left, center, right, left, right, center, left. Can you remember all that?”
He nodded. “I shouldn’t leave you here.”
“I’ll be fine. I work for the PC.”
“But they’ll know something’s wrong. The librarian must have told them about me.”
“As long as you’re gone, it’ll be my word against hers. And mine’s better. Now, go! I’ll meet you back at the house in an hour.”
Kellin climbed out of the car and hurried away, disappearing into the gloom. Bonnie lowered the canopy, whipped the car around, and took off in the opposite direction. 

Chapter 20
 
KELLIN CREPT through the quiet town, working his way south. The streets were empty, the houses dark. Lights hovered over the sidewalks at regular intervals, providing hardly more illumination than the moon. The sky was clear and cold. Kellin didn’t see anyone venturing outside, and except for the occasional barking dog it was hard to tell that anyone lived in the town at all.
The houses all looked the same, but pockets of individuality seeped through the neighborhood in the form of yard decorations. Most houses had at least a small porch, and several had hedges or bushes separating the house from the cubes on either side. Flower beds, picket fences, rock gardens, and other flourishes graced many of the lawns. The streets them­selves were lined with elm trees.
Kellin wanted to get back before Glendir re­turned. He should’ve listened to him and stayed at the safe house. The library had been a dis­appointment. He’d scanned more than a dozen books and learned almost nothing. Historians on this planet had no imagination. They recorded facts—names, dates, and places—and little else. In Kellin’s world, history was about people. About conflicts, discoveries, and beliefs. But the people of Earth apparently had no conflicts, gave up on discovering things a long time ago, and didn’t believe in anything.
The howl of a turbine drifted over the houses, interrupting his thoughts. A pair of headlights rounded a corner a few blocks ahead. Kellin slipped into the shadows behind a tree.
The van prowled slowly up the street, then leapt ahead with a roar, racing in Kellin’s direction. He spun around and leaned his back against the tree, scanning nearby houses for places to hide.
A row of bushes off to his left looked promising. The hedge ran alongside the front lawn to the house, and from there it looked like he could escape through the back. But the bushes were at least twenty meters away. He wasn’t sure he could reach them without being spotted.
And there wasn’t time. The turbine screamed as the van accelerated up the street. Kellin crouched into a ball, then listened as the scream dropped an octave when the van flew past.
Kellin slumped in front of the tree and watched the van’s taillights shrink in the distance. Either they hadn’t seen him, he thought, or they were after some­one else. Picking himself up, he stepped out of the shad­ows and continued south in the moonlight.
Before he reached the end of the block, another pair of headlights approached from a cross street. He knelt behind a parked car and peered over the canopy just as a second white van sailed through the intersection. He rushed to the corner to see where the van was headed, and didn’t notice the return of the first van until a spotlight flashed from its roof.
The bright light swept the sidewalks, catching a glimpse of Kellin diving into an alley between two black cubes. The van raced ahead, its spot­light following him into the backyard. The second van came screaming back around the corner to join the first, and both vans lurched to a stop in the middle of the street. A dozen officers clambered out and stormed the neighborhood.
Kellin tore through the backyard and hopped over a wooden fence, barely missing an empty swimming pool on the other side. He ran around the pool, stumbled over a piece of lawn furniture, and scaled another fence. Hurtling himself over the top, he landed in a rosebush and fell to the ground with a thud, thorns stinging his face and hands. He struggled to pull himself up, but his jacket was caught on the branches. Shouts from the officers were close. He unzipped the jacket and shrugged it off, then took off running, dodging trees and hopping fences, working his way up the block.
Two doors down, the walls of a house dis­appeared. Light from inside the house flooded the neighborhood, and officers outside the house swarmed in. An officer on the second floor spotted Kellin and shouted to the others.
Kellin spun around and stumbled back the way he came, tripping over hoses, weeds, and stone walls, banging knees and elbows. He reached the backyard with the swimming pool and this time he didn’t miss. The pool had been drained for the winter, and he blundered into the deep end with only a thin plastic cover to break his fall. Grabbing his ankle, he crawled to the shallow end and scrambled out, limping across the moonlit patio with his right leg throbbing in pain.
The crash brought two PC officers running into the yard. Kellin dove for the ground, rolling into a row of azalea bushes next to the house. The officers stopped at the pool and directed flashlights at the broken cover, then stalked around the edge, digging through a jumble of trampled lawn furniture.
Kellin brushed the dirt under the bushes and found a rock the size of an orange. Climbing to his feet, he stepped clear of the shrubs and hurled it as far as he could. The rock sailed high over the officers’ heads, shattering branches and slamming into a tree in the next yard with a loud thump. Flashlight beams swung around toward the noise and the officers took off in pursuit.
Kellin hid in the bushes until the shouts of the officers had faded, then snuck around to the front of the house. He watched from the shadows as half a dozen vans crept up the street, searchlights crawling over trees and cars. When the vans were gone, he hobbled off in the opposite direction, turning south at the next intersection.
Five blocks later he spotted the water tower. He was close to the edge of town and the houses were thinning out, offering fewer places to hide. He limped through vacant lots, jacket gone and shirt ripped across his chest. His face was smeared black with dirt and red with blood from a dozen cuts and scrapes.
Three blocks from the tower, he turned a corner and saw half a dozen officers milling around outside a white van, twenty meters away. He backed down the street, but one of the officers spotted him and signaled the others. He turned and ran, disappearing back around the corner. Two of the officers took up the chase and the other four jumped in the van. 

Chapter 21
 
SCOTT TURNER RAN TWO KILOMETERS through the middle of town and came upon a large park. He crossed the damp grass, skirted a marble fountain, splashed through a shallow creek, and sprinted past a playground. Racing through a long concrete tunnel under a grassy hill, he emerged on the other side in a grove of maple trees. He snuck through the trees, then sat in the snow behind a park bench and caught his breath.
He’d run almost all the way through the park. The street bordering the other side was less than a hundred meters away. He didn’t see any cars on the street, but the whistle of turbines filled the air. Vans were still scouring the city, probably looking for the other lagger. Scott shook his head in sympathy. The man should’ve stayed at the safe house. It was stupid to go out with no creds. Scott would never do anything like that, not if he had a choice.
Scott’s mistake was running away. He had the creds, although they were only recently uploaded in Charlotte and he wasn’t sure they were good. But he should have stuck with the woman, Bonnie. She worked at the precinct and seemed to know what she was doing. She was right about the codes—he should have known better. She was smart and confident, and made him feel safe. He should have waited in her car, but when the van pulled up outside the library, he panicked and ran.
Now he had to find a way back to the safe house. He couldn’t stay in the park forever. The bushes and trees afforded a little safety at night, but the sun would be up in a few hours. He wondered if the vans would give up and go home by then. The safe house was east of the park, at least five kilometers away, and Scott hated walking through the streets in daytime. Too many people, and he was getting too old.
It occurred to him there might be another way to get back to the house. Peter had told him about an underground entrance, a tunnel starting near the base of a water tower somewhere on the outskirts of town. He sat in the snow and tried to recall whether or not he’d seen a water tower on his run to the park. He was pretty sure he hadn’t. He couldn’t see one now. But he did notice something on the grassy hill above the tunnel. Rising from the top was a thin concrete structure, a slender monument thirty meters tall. If he could somehow sneak up there and climb that structure, even part way, he might be able to spot the water tower.
He stood up, and as he was brushing the snow from his pants he caught a glimpse of something out of the corner of his eye. He whipped around and saw a van creeping up the street, lights off, gliding along on its silent flywheel. Backing up, he tripped over an irrigation ditch and landed on his back with a thump. A beam of light shot from the roof of the van. He rolled to his stomach and peered into the street. The light was right in his eyes. He scrambled to his feet and ran.
Four officers jumped out of the van and took up the chase. Scott reached the trees and veered to his right, running down a narrow trail past a small equipment shack and an old greenhouse. He skidded to a stop when the trail dead-ended at a duck pond. Whirling around, he scanned the path behind him. No one there, but footsteps were close, thrashing in the trees. He ran back to the greenhouse and dove through the door, lying face down on the dirt floor and not making a sound.
Three officers raced past the greenhouse and charged the duck pond. Scott counted to five, then tore out of the greenhouse and ran back to the equip­ment shack. He slipped around the side of the shack and backed up to the wall. Peering around the corner, he scanned the park. Off to his right was the tunnel below the grassy hill, unguarded. Off to his left was the street and the hovering van.
Easy choice.
He sprinted for the tunnel. Two officers jumped out of the van and tried to cut him off, but he reached the tunnel entrance with a fifty-meter lead. He raced through the concrete tube with the sound of crashing boots echoing off the walls.
A flash of amber lit up the tunnel. Scott was out of stun range, but the burst of light blinded him. He stumbled forward, reaching out with both hands to keep from falling. Footsteps behind were growing louder. He blinked his eyes and saw a light ahead—the end of the tunnel. He ran toward it, then blinked again. The light moved. He stopped, spun around, and another flash of amber sent him sprawling to the ground.
 
Kellin found he could run faster on Earth. The air seemed thicker, filling his lungs faster. In the lighter gravity, each stride kept him in the air longer and carried him a little farther. He glanced back as he ran and saw that the two officers chasing him were losing ground. Even with a painful ankle, he could easily outdistance the men on foot.
Vehicles were another matter. A white van barreled around the corner behind him and raced down the street. The van flew past, skidding to a halt a hundred meters ahead. Four officers jumped out and formed a line across the road, blocking his path. He stopped and scanned the neighbor­hood. No houses nearby, but an open field across the street was thick with trees. He edged out into the middle of the street. The two officers behind him slowed to a walk and moved into the road, unholstering stun tubes. The four men blocking his path ahead marched up the street like a gang of thugs.
Kellin bolted for the trees. Officers raised their stun tubes and fired. Amber blasts glanced off the pavement and Kellin felt his left arm go numb. He rolled to the ground and dodged two more blasts, then stumbled forward and dove for the first line of trees, slamming his shoulder into the ground.
Officers converged on the woods. Kellin scram­bled through the un­der­brush farther into the forest, ankle stinging with pain, left arm dangling at his side. He could hear the footsteps behind him and the men shouting to each other. The forest looked thicker to his right, so he veered off in that direction, ducking under branches and leaping over fallen tree trunks.
He stopped for a moment to get his bearings. Bushes rustled to his left and a fox darted across his path. He turned to look, tripped over a tree root, and fell in a pile of leaves. He lay there, listening to his heart pounding and the footsteps crashing nearby. Flashlight beams searched through the trees. A cold mist hung in the air, diffusing the light.
Suddenly the footsteps stopped. Kellin listened intently to the forest but all he could hear was his own heavy breathing. Lights continued to sweep the trees, but without a sound. Then, just as suddenly, the stillness was broken by a gruff voice, very close.
“Got him,” the voice called out.
Kellin slowly raised his head. He was surrounded by trees and shrubs. He couldn’t see anyone. He sat up and leaned against a tree as more voices echoed through the woods, not as close this time.
“They got the lagger.”
“Found him in the park.”
“Let’s go, then.”
“What about the one back there?”
“Not our guy.”
The voices stopped and the footsteps resumed, but they were fading, going away. Kellin rolled off the tree and slumped to the ground. He lay there, flat on his back, catching his breath and staring up at the stars shimmering through the tops of the trees.
Kellin patted his chest, then reached inside his collar and pulled out a shiny metal pendant hanging from a thin silver chain. He lifted the chain and gazed at the emblem engraved on the pendant, a small rectangle divi­ded into thirteen horizontal stripes, with a square in the upper left-hand corner—a symbol found among the Centauri artifacts. Engraved in tiny letters below the emblem were three words:
THE EARTH SOCIETY
Kellin gazed at the pendant and thought, What am I doing here? 

Chapter 22
 
BONNIE’S CAR was idling at the curb with the canopy raised. Bonnie slumped in the driver’s seat, her eyes burning. A white van hovered in front of her car. Three PC officers lingered outside the van, while a fourth crouched alongside the car and queried the driver.
Bonnie had just finished describing a midnight rendezvous with a friend. The friend was married so naturally she was reluctant to divulge any details. The librarian may or may not have found a lagger, but the man the officers had seen in her car was a respected Littleton businessman. The librarian was more likely focused on the lagger bounty than any results from a thumbprint scan.
“Where’s your boyfriend now?” the officer asked, skeptical.
“He’s not my—I dropped him off at his house.”
“The woman at the library says he failed a scan.”
“Is this really necessary? You have my ID.”
“The woman was pretty certain. Maybe we ought to go back up there and straighten this out.”
Bonnie heaved an angry sigh. The officer stood and folded his arms. Neither was giving in, and the officer looked like he was prepared to wait until summer for a confession.
“Got him,” came a shout from the van. An officer leaned out of the vehicle to let the others know that the fugitive lagger had been captured in the park. Bonnie’s officer sneered at her, then turned and stormed back to the van without another word.
Bonnie lowered the canopy and drove off down the street. She was furious, not at the officer but at Kellin. She’d told him to head south, straight for the water tower. The park was north of town. What was he doing there? With Kellin captured, she was now completely on her own.
Two blocks past the safe house she turned a corner and parked. Climbing out of the car, she ran up the block and hid behind a tree. She waited until she was sure she hadn’t been followed, then walked back to the safe house. She was just starting down the path along the side of the house when she heard a twig snap. She froze. She couldn’t tell where the sound came from. In the street behind her, a pair of headlights flew past. She pressed her back against the side of the house and held her breath. She couldn’t see a thing.
Another twig snapped. Then footsteps, slow, in the alley, coming from the back of the house. She edged toward the front yard.
A hoarse voice whispered, “Bonnie!” and she broke into a sprint for the street.
“Bonnie, it’s me!”
This time she thought she recognized the voice. She turned around and a dark figure emerged from the alley, streetlights painting a battered but smiling face. She exhaled, then ran to Kellin, stopping just short of a hug. Her expression shifted quickly to anger as she pushed him back into the alley.
“What’re you doing out here?” she said in a harsh whisper. “PC’s all over the place.”
Kellin ignored her warning. “Glendir and Peter aren’t back,” he said. “Shouldn’t they be here by now?”
Bonnie’s shoulders slumped. “We need to talk about that.”
“Why? What’s the matter?”
“Your friend’s in a little trouble.”
“What do you mean? What kind of trouble? What happened?”
Bonnie shook her head. “First I need to find out what’s going on. And I need to know exactly who you are.”
“I told you who I am. Where’s Glendir? Have you seen him?”
“I have, but I can’t—”
Turbines wailed down the street, cutting her off. She pushed Kellin to the ground and dove for the bushes just as three vans barreled past. Kellin peered up from the dirt and frowned. Bonnie rolled over and leaned against the house, pulling leaves from her coat and hair. She looked across at Kellin. His clothes were a mess, ragged and dirty, and his face was worse. “I need to go and get help,” she said, climbing to her feet and straight­ening her coat, “and you’re coming with me.”
Kellin picked himself up and shook his head. “I’m not going anywhere without Glendir.”
“Listen to me. You can’t stay here. It’s not safe. I can help you, but you have to come with me.”
“Why should I trust you?”
“Because you don’t have a choice. I’m your last connection to your friend. I know where he is.”
Kellin winced. He stared at the ground, then glared at Bonnie.
“Where are we going?” he asked.
She wasn’t about to tell him. “My car’s a few blocks away. Follow me.” She crept out of the alley with Kellin right behind. 

Chapter 23
 
THE VAN hauling Scott Turner from Littleton to Boston arrived at the precinct gates shortly after 2:00 a.m. The van drove around to the transfer lot in back and parked behind building seven. Scott was still woozy from the effects of three stun blasts, but his legs had almost recovered and he was able to walk on his own. Four armed precinct guards accompanied him from the van to the cellblock and ushered him inside.
Scott’s escorts were the same four guards who were on duty when Peter and Glendir were brought in earlier. The guards marched their prisoner through the cellblock, throwing on lights, joking and laughing at full volume, making no concession to the late hour. They dragged Scott to an empty cell across from Peter and Glendir, and one of the guards pulled up a projector to call the precinct security office to have the light barriers dropped.
Peter, disturbed by the racket, rolled over in his cot and wrapped a pillow around his head. Glendir sat up, blinked at the bright lights, then stood and crossed the cold floor to the glass barrier. He peered out at the four guards. “What are you doing?” he said.
All four guards stopped and turned to Glendir.
That was all Scott needed.
He pushed the nearest guard to the floor and snatched the stun tube from the second. He fired a quick blast at the third and the guard collapsed to the floor. The fourth guard laughed.
“What the hell’s wrong with you?” he said. “You’re locked in. You ain’t going nowhere.” The guard reached for the stun tube in Scott’s hand. “Gimme that thing before you hurt yourself.”
Scott hesitated. The guard was right. Doors to the cellblocks were locked from both sides, and you needed a keypad combination to get in or out. The best he could hope to do was commandeer the stun tubes and wait by the door for someone to come in. Odds of that working were slim. More likely they’d figure out what was going on when the guards didn’t report, and fill the building with gas. But he had to try something. 
“Tubes on the floor,” he demanded. “One at a time.” He pointed to the guard farthest away. “You first.” The guard glared, then unsnapped his holster and pulled out his stun tube, throwing it at Scott’s feet. It clattered to the floor.
Scott jumped out of the way, then pointed to the next man. One by one they all disarmed.
The fourth guard was still smiling when he held out his tube for Scott. “What now, Sherlock?” he said. Scott grabbed the tube and glared at the guard, trying not to show any fear.
“Now your projectors,” Scott said. Once again they all complied, reluctantly handing over their communicators.
Peter rolled over in his cot. The pillow wasn’t helping. He tossed it at the glass barrier and sat up, angry but awake. “What the hell?” he yelled, “Can’t a guy get some sleep around here?”
Then he recognized the man outside his cell.
“Scott!” he cried. “What’re you doing here?”
“Hey, Pete.” Scott offered a sheepish wave. “You said if I was ever in the neighborhood.”
Peter walked to the glass and stood next to Glendir. The guards on the floor were still in earshot, so he kept his voice low.
“I heard about Charlotte,” he said. “That was really cool, man. Where’d they find you?”
“Littleton,” Scott said. “I ran into your friend, Kellin.”
Glendir’s eyes lit up. “You’ve seen Kellin?”
Scott turned to the gray-haired Centauri. “Who are you?” he asked.
Peter answered for him, in his usual manner. “Long story,” he said, then added, “Can you get us out of here?”
Scott looked at the guards. All four were sitting on the floor, leaning against the glass wall to the cell. All had smug looks on their faces. 
“I’m not sure I can get out myself,” he said.
“Listen,” Glendir said, “you’ve got to get out of here. You’ve got to get a message to Kellin.”
Scott regarded Glendir coolly. Glendir pleaded. “They’ve taken the pod. He has to find it.”
“Pod?”
“He’ll know,” Glendir said. “Please.”
Peter pressed his hands to the glass. “What do you think, Scott? Can you get a message to the guy?”
Scott frowned. “Doors are locked,” he said. “Inside and out.” He waved a stun tube at the guards. “And these guys aren’t going to be much help.” Threatening the guards, Scott knew, would be ineffective. They’d all been blasted by stun tubes before, and they all knew it didn’t hurt.
Glendir pointed to the shortest of the four guards. “Look in his pocket.”
“What?”
“He has a white card. It has the code for the locks.”
The short guard backed up against the glass wall. Scott raised a stun tube and aimed it at him. The guard scowled, decided he’d rather not get blasted, and reached into his back pocket. He withdrew the card and grudgingly held it out.
Scott snatched the card, then hesitated, realizing he couldn’t leave the guards like this. He reached out a stun tube, averting his eyes as much as possible, and squeezed the trigger four times, wincing as each guard rolled to the floor. With that unpleasantness out of the way, he turned back to Peter.
“I’ll let everyone know,” he said, then took off running down the hall, calling back, “See you soon, I hope.”
 
An hour later the corridor was quiet and the lights were off. Peter and Glendir were asleep in their cots. Word of Scott’s escape had spread quickly through the precinct, and most of the guards and officers on duty were outside, scouring the compound. They all considered it unlikely that the lagger had gotten out of the precinct, so it was just a matter of rounding him up and getting him back in his cell before anyone had to call the commissioner.
Back in the transfer lot, three PC officers ap­proached building seven and entered quietly. Directing flashlights down the hall, they marched the length of the corridor and stopped in front of Glendir’s cell. One of them called the precinct security office, and after a brief conversation the light barrier on the side of the cell dimmed.
The voices woke Glendir. Peter stirred, but one of the officers shot him with a stun tube before he had a chance to wake up. Glendir sat up straight in his cot, watching as two of the officers hauled Peter up by the arms and dragged him out of the cell. The light barrier blinked back to full brightness. Glendir stood up. “Where are you taking him?” he asked. 
Without a word or a glance back at Glendir, the men carried Peter away. Glendir watched the flash­light beams fade down the hall and dis­appear. He heard a door open, and then shoes scuffling as the officers left the building. He listened a while longer but heard nothing more. Sitting down on the edge of his cot, he rested his face in his hands and wondered when the men would come for him. 

Chapter 24
 
BONNIE’S CAR RACED through the tall trees with the headlights off, maintaining a steady pace with the silent flywheel and holding a nearly straight trajectory despite the lack of a road. Little moonlight reached the ground through the dense forest canopy. To anyone more than fifty meters away, the speeding car would appear virtually invisible, its flight through the woods little more than a gust of wind.
Inside the car, Bonnie punched buttons on the nav to stay one step ahead of the trees. As she worked the controls, she explained to Kellin what had happened to Peter and Glendir. Kellin nodded as he listened, showing little emotion but growing increasingly anxious with each detail.
He peered up through the clear plastic roof and judged they were heading south. That was good. It meant they were getting closer to the landing pod. If he could find the pod, he could retrieve the blood samples and have them analyzed. But he’d still need Glendir to get him off the planet. He thought he might be able to pilot the landing pod back to the Kumar by himself, but he doubted he could figure out a way to get home from there.
Bonnie finished programming the nav and slumped back in her seat. She gazed idly at the night sky, then glanced over at Kellin.
“So, what are you, then?” she asked curiously. “Some kind of astro­naut?”
Kellin didn’t know what to make of the question.
“I mean, if you’re really from outer space,” she said, “is that your job? Exploring new planets?”
“I’m a teacher.”
“A teacher? Really? What do you teach?”
“History.”
“Wow.” Bonnie shook her head in amazement. “A history teacher. I never would’ve guessed.”
Kellin frowned. “Is there something wrong with teaching history?”
“No, I—No, of course not. I just would’ve thought, you know—why’d they pick you for this?”
“They didn’t pick anyone. We volunteered.”
“Really? Your friend doesn’t seem like the vol­unteer type.”
“Glendir’s okay.” Kellin slumped back in his seat and looked down at his feet. “He just doesn’t think we should be here.”
“Why’d he volunteer, then?”
“The ship,” Kellin said. “It’s his baby. Glendir invented the Lywis drive.”
Bonnie nodded, wondering if she should be impressed. Kellin turned to look at her. Bonnie’s soft hair caught the orange glow from the naviga­tion screen and for a moment he was transfixed by her face. She glanced over, and when she saw Kellin was looking at her, she smiled. Kellin quickly returned his eyes to his boots.
“We don’t really have astronauts,” he said. “Space travel is new to us.” After a pause, he added,” We don’t have biologists, either.”
“No biologists?”
“No biology. Life is pretty much a mystery. I mean, we know how it works. Cellular structures, all the different chemical processes.”
“But you don’t know why.”
Kellin frowned. “It’s like it all has to work per­fectly or it won’t work at all. It doesn’t seem possible.”
Bonnie studied him curiously. If these people could fly to the stars, she wondered, how could they know so little about life? Maybe they just didn’t bother to study it. Or maybe they didn’t have a big enough sample size.
“You said back at the library our planet has millions of animal species,” Bonnie said. “How many do you have?”
“None.”
“What does that mean? You don’t classify ani­mals?”
“We don’t have animals.”
Bonnie opened her mouth to say something but nothing came out. The best she could do was repeat the question. “You don’t have animals?”
Kellin shook his head. “We’ve heard of them.”
Bonnie stared at him. “But you can’t exist without animals,” she said.
“It hasn’t been a problem so far.”
“Our ecology requires animals,” Bonnie ex­plained. “Every species depends on other species. Even plants need animals, for pollination. The planet would die without them.”
“That’s not what Professor Collier said.”
“Collier?”
“At the university. He was giving a lecture to his students. He said Earth didn’t need people, or any other animals. I think he’s right.”
Bonnie grimaced. If Kellin was really from another planet, how would he know Professor Collier?
 
An hour later, Bonnie’s car pushed its way through a row of thick hedges, slowing to a stop in a small clearing. Bonnie shut off the car and the tur­bine spooled down. Kellin stared out at the trees. Nothing looked familiar. They were nowhere near the landing pod.
The clearing was roughly circular, about thirty meters across, and hidden from the rest of the forest by a dense wall of trees, shrubs, and tall bushes. The only break in the vegetation was at the far end of the clearing, where an ancient house trailer sat on rusted wheels buried up to its rims. Possibly white once, the trailer was now an ugly shade of weathered green. The surrounding trees had long since claimed both ends of the decrepit vehicle, draping branches over the roof. Kellin peered out through the tinted canopy. Moonlight swept through the treetops, casting eerie shadows across the ground.
“What is this place?” he asked nervously.
“Camp.”
A flimsy metal door on the trailer creaked open and two men stepped out. They wore gray uniforms with blue vests, and carried black stun tubes. The man in front was built like a lumberjack and the other guy was bigger. They clambered down a short staircase made of logs and approached the car.
Bonnie didn’t flinch.
Kellin eyed her nervously. “What’s going on?” he said.
“Shh,” Bonnie said. “It’s okay.”
The men crossed the clearing to the car and Bonnie popped the canopy.
Frank Davies, the lumberjack, peered in and smiled at the driver.
“Hey, Bonnie,” he said. “Good to see you. What brings you out here?”
“They got Peter.”
A look of fear washed over the lumberjack’s face.
“I’ll get everyone up,” he said.
The men turned and ran back to the trailer. Kellin and Bonnie watched them jump up the log steps and disappear inside. Bonnie pulled herself out of the car and started toward the rusting hulk. Kellin climbed out and followed.
When they stepped through the door, Kellin realized the trailer was only a façade. The other side of the structure had completely rotted away, leaving only a sagging roof and a bare metal frame. In front of Kellin now was a huge, open field, acres of cabins, tents, trees, and picnic tables, all surrounding a small lake.
He hopped down from the rusty frame and surveyed the grounds. It was still dark, but moonlight split the lake and dawn was beginning to brighten the eastern sky. The men in gray and blue had disappeared into one of the nearby cabins and the entire site looked deserted—no people, no lights, no sounds. The air smelled of burnt wood and kerosene, but Kellin couldn’t see any fires or lanterns.
Bonnie climbed down from the trailer and led him toward a large wooden gazebo on the lake’s southern shore. As they walked, lights began to flicker on around the camp. Men and women emerged from the cabins and collected near the gazebo. Approaching the group, Kellin could tell right away these people were different from any he’d seen on this planet before. These were men and women of all ages. 

Chapter 25
 
ROSE WATSON AND ANNIE FRANKLIN were the first to greet Bonnie and Kellin when they reached the gazebo. Rose appeared to be in her mid-fifties, large and stocky, with gray hair tied loosely behind her back. She had a comfortable face and a relaxed air about her. Annie was about the same age, but she was small and nervous, and had a face like a ferret.
Rose reached out and wrapped Bonnie in a warm hug. Annie stood back and eyed Kellin suspiciously. Rose released Bonnie and held her out at arm’s length, sympathy filling her eyes. “I’m so sorry about Peter,” she said. Bonnie tried to smile.
Annie continued examining Kellin. “We have to move, you know,” she said sternly. She spoke in quick bursts that sounded like machine gun fire.
“Now, Annie,” Rose said. “Nothing’s been decided yet.”
“They’ll be on us in no time. We need to start packing.” 
“Because of Peter?” Bonnie said.
“Last week a patrol came through,” Annie said, eyes darting from side to side, “Not five klicks away. They’re closing in. Tracking us down. They got Peter. Only a matter of hours before they get us.”
“Peter won’t tell them anything,” Bonnie said. “He wouldn’t be able to tell them where we are even if he wanted to. We always use a nav card.”
“Doesn’t matter. He knows enough. Names. Drop sites. Safe houses. They’ll figure it out.”
Rose interrupted. “Let’s hear what the others have to say,” she said, then turned to Bonnie and asked politely, “Who’s your friend, dear?”
“I’m sorry,” Bonnie said. She grabbed Kellin’s arm and pulled him close. “This is Kellin. Peter found him in Kingston.”
Rose smiled at the young Centauri. “Where are you from?”
“The colonies.” Kellin smiled back.
“I haven’t heard of that. Is it new?”
Bonnie chimed in. “They’ve been around awhile, but they’re very well-hidden. This is the first time they’ve made contact with the other camps.”
“Well, isn’t that wonderful,” Rose said with a smile. “It’s always nice to hear there’s more of us. There may be hope for us, yet.”
Rose led the group up the steps of the gazebo. The heavy wooden structure supported a dozen picnic tables, more than half already occupied by men and women drinking coffee and discussing what little they knew about the morning’s news in hushed tones.
The voices stopped when Bonnie appeared. Everyone stood and ran over to her, the women giving her hugs and the men offering awkward condolences. After a minute Rose broke up the greetings and escorted Bonnie and Kellin to the head table. Frank Davies was already seated. He’d swapped his PC uniform for jeans, a flannel shirt, and a heavy jacket that made him look even more like a lumberjack. Rose took a seat next to Frank. Kellin sat between Rose and Bonnie.
Frank didn’t waste any time. “How many of you think we should move?” he said, scanning the ranks of anxious faces.
Annie’s hand shot up. Another five followed. Annie counted the votes and lobbied for more.
“We’ve been here six years,” she argued. “It’s a miracle we haven’t been caught. They got the Kings­ton safe house, thanks to Peter. They’ll get us next.”
Frank shook his head. “There’s no connection between Kingston and us,” he said. “If the PC had any clue about this location, Bonnie would know about it.” He looked to Bonnie for confirmation. “Right, Bonnie?”
Bonnie took the opportunity to lash out at Annie. “Peter didn’t lead them to the safe house. Someone turned him in.” She spun around to face the rest of the group. “Peter was out there with the rest of us, undercover, risking his life to gather information, to keep you safe. You all know him. He wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize this camp.”
Murmurs rolled through the crowd, and Frank raised his arms to settle everyone down. “No one’s saying the Kingston safe house was Peter’s fault,” he said, casting a reproachful eye at Annie. “We just need to know we’re still safe here.”
“The PC doesn’t know anything about this camp,” Bonnie said.
“What about the patrol?” Annie shot back. “Last week. Not five klicks away. They were beating the bushes for something.”
“I didn’t hear anything about that.”
As she said it, Bonnie realized it might not be true. She might have heard something. What was it Commissioner Dawkins had said yesterday, to Kellin’s friend? You were picked up on a routine patrol. She assumed the officers were looking for something else, some kind of vehicle, and from Glendir’s reaction it sounded like they’d found it. But maybe not. Maybe they were looking for the camp.
Frank, acting as peacekeeper, addressed the buzzing crowd. “I think we’re all basically in agree­ment. We’re going to stay, at least for now. It’s too bad about Pete, but it doesn’t mean they know we’re here. We placed Bonnie at the precinct for a reason. If she learns anything in the next few days, maybe we’ll reconsider. But for now, I think we should stay.”
Heads nodded around the gazebo. A few more pleas to the contrary were heard, but in the end the group agreed to do nothing. Bonnie would return to the precinct on Monday and learn what she could. If Peter talked to anyone about the camp, and the PC was able to piece together enough to guess its location, Bonnie would hear about it. Frank reminded every­one that Bonnie was close friends with the commissioner’s assistant.
Bonnie winced at the remark, but nodded in agreement just the same.
 
The sun was up by the time the group adjourned. Around the camp, resi­dents were out of their tents, with chores or breakfast underway. The camp looked much larger in the daytime. Most of the land appeared to have been cleared by hand, using axes and knives, with the felled trees used to build the scattered cabins. Quite a few trees were left standing. A vegetable farm occupied ten acres along the northeast edge of the camp, and an array of solar panels covered another five acres beyond that. Stables filled with cows, goats, pigs, and chickens ran the length of the southern border. The camp would have looked exactly like a scene from Earth’s ancient past, except for the security cameras mounted on carbon-fiber poles around the perimeter, the solar-powered pumps carrying water up from the lake, and the plastic robots milking the cows.
The camp supported close to a thousand resi­dents, including more than a hundred children, who were even now running and playing down by the lake, enjoying what they could of the chilly morning before getting swept off to school. Kellin was awed by it all. If the people of this com­munity had to pull up stakes on short notice, he thought, it would be an impossible task, and it’s hard to imagine they could find an equally idyllic setting anywhere.
Frank invited several of his fellow campers to breakfast, including Bonnie, Kellin, Rose, and Annie. They followed him from the gazebo to a cabin across the lake. The mood was somber and Frank once again tried his best to console Bonnie.
“Pete was a big help when we first set up camp,” he said. “He must’ve built half the cabins himself. And he was a wizard with the machines. Not a truck or computer or robot he couldn’t get running.” Frank smiled and Bonnie tried to smile back.
“Those water pumps,” Frank continued, pointing to the giant machines by the lake, “Pete and old Wes Buford stole those from a PC warehouse in Connecti­cut, truck and all. We couldn’t believe it. Just rolled in here late one night with a brand new set of pumps.” Frank stared at the ground and shook his head. “We’re sure going to miss him.”
Rose responded with a solemn nod and the group once again fell silent.
They reached Frank’s cabin and took seats outside around a long picnic table under a tall oak tree. A steaming pot of coffee sat in the middle of the table, untouched. Near the cabin, a woman around Frank’s age and a young girl were frying eggs and potatoes over an open fire. Smoke billowed up from the grill and wafted over the table. Kellin found the smell unusual, but oddly agreeable. 
A long time passed with no one saying a word, until Annie finally broke the silence.
“Ought to start thinking about a replacement,” she said, narrowing her ferret eyes.
“Replacement?” Frank said.
“You know, for Peter. Someone on the outside.”
Faces around the table recoiled. All eyes glanced in Bonnie’s direction. Bonnie winced, then folded her hands on the table and glared resolutely at Frank.
“I have to get him out.”
Frank grimaced. “I’m sorry, Bonnie,” he said. “You know that isn’t possible.”
 
Bonnie didn't know that. All she knew is what she’d heard, that no one had ever escaped from the PC. But maybe it wasn’t true. Maybe someone had escaped and they just hadn’t heard about it. The PC was not going to broadcast that kind of information. And even it was true, even if no one had ever gotten away, that didn’t mean it was impossible. It only meant that it hadn’t been done yet. “I have to get him out,” Bonnie repeated.
Frank looked heartbroken. “You’d just end up putting everyone else in jeopardy.”
Bonnie surveyed the others and saw the same look of dismay on every face. She sighed, then said, “I can’t just sit here and do nothing.”
Rose placed a consoling arm around Bonnie’s shoulder. “I know it’s difficult, dear, but you just have to learn to accept it. We all do.”
“Pete knew the risks,” Frank added. “It’s a sacrifice he was prepared to make, the same sacrifice we all make.”
 
Kellin wondered what Frank meant by that. These people didn’t seem to be sacrificing much. He turned to Bonnie. “I don’t get it,” he said. “If you work for the PC, why can’t you just have Peter and Glendir released?”
“I’m a scientist,” Bonnie said. “I don’t run the place.”
Rose explained. “Bonnie’s only there to gather information. We’ve never been able to place anyone very high up in the PC.”
Kellin had to think about that. Bonnie was apparently some kind of spy, and Peter must have been one as well. They’d both been plotting against the PC, and Glendir had gotten caught in the middle. All of these people, except Bonnie, seemed to be willing to sacrifice Peter for the cause.
But it wasn’t Glendir’s cause.
Earlier, during the drive to the camp, Bonnie had told him that Glendir and Peter were locked up in the same place. If that was true, and Bonnie wanted to get Peter out, maybe they could do something about it together.
“Where are they being held?” he asked.
“The precinct. Probably building seven. That’s where they have the holocons.”
Kellin nodded. “Where can I get information about the PC?”
Bonnie shot him a quizzical look. “What do you need?” 

Chapter 26
 
BUILDING ONE, THE OLDEST in the Boston precinct, sat in a heavily-forested area of the compound, flanked by low hills that separated it from all of the other buildings in the precinct. A narrow, tree-lined path ran along the east side of the structure, and a branch off the road to the transfer lot led directly to a wide roll-up door in front. Building one looked like every other cellblock in the precinct, except it contained no cells. It was hollow.
The building’s configuration was of little concern to Scott Turner. He only needed a place to hide. Under cover of darkness he’d managed to sneak on foot all the way to the northwest perimeter of the compound, near the main gate, but now dawn had arrived and PC officers were every­where. Scott could see them from his vantage on a small rise overlooking the building—officers on the roads, in the bushes, between the buildings, all looking for him. In daylight, they’d find him.
Scott had hoped to find a way out of the precinct hours ago. He thought about stowing away on a vehicle leaving the compound, but he hadn’t seen any all night. Now the sun was up and he was getting desper­ate. He could see the front of building one and its tall roll-up door. It was closed, but Scott figured anything with a door that big would easily hold a truck or two, something he could use to escape.
He waited at the top of the hill for officers to clear the area around the door, and when he thought he wouldn’t be spotted, he snuck down through the shadows and ran across the grounds to the east side of the building. Crouching behind a row of bushes, he gazed up at the drab concrete wall, looking for a way in. Twenty small windows stretched the length of the building, but they were all closed, and more than five meters off the ground. The east-facing windows were bright with reflected light from the early dawn sky, but Scott noticed that one of them wasn’t as bright as the others. He studied the dim window and determined it was at a slightly different angle than the others. It seemed to be ajar.
A row of tall fir trees grew across from the walk­way next to the build­ing. One of trees was only four meters from the darkened window. A long branch stretched from the tree across the walkway to a spot just beneath the window. Scott crept down the path and shinnied up the tree.
He was about to inch out onto the branch when two PC officers ap­proached along the path below. They were arguing about a football game, but still paused at every bush and tree and took the time to examine each one. Scott’s tree was next.
Scott glanced up at the higher branches. Twenty meters above him the tree afforded more cover, but he couldn’t climb that fast. Two meters up, a branch stretched out to the tree behind him. The branch wasn’t as thick as the one leading to the open window, but it would have to do.
The officers stopped at the base of Scott’s tree, still arguing. The shorter man was using his hands to demonstrate the mistake the quarter­back had made on the final play of the game, and for a moment they were both distracted. Scott quickly pulled himself up the tree and edged out onto the trailing branch. He was halfway to the next tree when the branch snapped.
It wasn’t a clean break. Scott clung to the par­tially-severed limb as it swung down like a pendulum toward the officers.
They never saw it coming. The branch caught the shorter officer with his hands in the air and sent him flying into the bushes. The taller man took a foot to the head and went sprawling onto the walkway.
Scott let go of the branch and dropped to the ground. He grabbed the stun tube from the taller officer, then whipped around and blasted the shorter one before he could disengage himself from the shrubbery. The officer doubled over and fell next to his partner. Scott stunned them both for good measure, then dragged the limp bodies into the bushes one at a time. He left the broken branch hanging from the tree, hoping the whole thing would look like an accident.
He scrambled up the tree and scurried across the branch to the open window, then peered down into the building. Lights were off inside, but enough light filtered in from the morning sky to reveal three large trucks moored to a concrete loading dock. Each truck carried a giant seal of the WPCA on its side, along with a distinct truck number.
Scott wasn’t interested in the numbers. He crawled through the win­dow and tried to close it behind him to cover his tracks, but the latch was broken and it wouldn’t stay shut. He ripped off a piece of his shirt and wedged it between the window and the sill, which served well enough to keep the window closed, at least for now.
Scott lowered himself to the concrete floor, then crept over to the first truck and tried the door to the cab. Locked. The second truck was unlocked, but the interior had been gutted. The controls were gone and so were the seats. He could hide here, but the truck wasn’t going anywhere. The third truck was locked, too, but this one had cargo. A black plastic shell at the front of the bed hid something underneath. The shell was tall and bulbous, protruding from the sides of the truck and reaching more than six meters into the air, almost to the rafters. Nylon ropes tied to metal loops secured the shell to the truck bed.
Scott began unraveling the ropes, hoping to stow away under the shell. When the truck left the compound, so would he. He’d gotten more than half the ropes untied when a rumble echoed through the hollow building. The roll-up door at the front began to rise. A row of boots appeared along the base of the door, suggesting to Scott that the unconscious officers in the bushes outside had been discovered. He jumped up on the truck bed and climbed to the top of the shell, using tie-down loops as handholds. At the top, he reached up and grabbed one of the rafters, then hauled himself up and climbed through steel beams in the ceiling.
He was near the metal roof when the guards and officers stormed the building. He found a small opening in the top of an air duct that ran the length of the building and crawled inside. He lay there in the dark, catching his breath, listening to the men scurry across the floor below.
 
Half an hour later, the guards and officers searching the building gave up. They’d scoured the warehouse and found nothing, which was exactly what they’d expected to find. The doors were locked when they arrived, and there was no sign of forced entry. If the lagger who escaped from building seven was responsible for the two stunned officers in the bushes outside, it’s unlikely he would’ve sought refuge in the nearest building. More likely he was halfway across the compound by now, or even outside the fence. He definitely wasn’t here.
The company commander took one last look around, then signaled for everyone to leave. Guards and officers dropped what they were doing and marched out through the tall front door into the sunshine. When everyone was out, giant motors began to rumble, lowering the heavy roll-up door.
Besides being noisy, the roll-up motors were old and out of balance. They shook the door frame and rattled the windows on the sides of the building.
At the base of one of the windows, a shred of fabric loosened from the sill and fell to the warehouse floor. The window creaked open slightly.
Outside, one of the officers leaving the premises along the east walk­way noticed that the reflected sunlight from one of the windows above wasn’t as bright as the others in the row. The officer stopped and gazed up at the errant pane of glass, hands on hips, then waved to another officer who joined him on the walkway. The two men stood and stared at the side of the building, finally agreeing that the window was ajar.
The officers alerted their commander, who marched over and ex­amined the suspicious window himself. The commander frowned, took a deep breath, then called everyone back to the building. 

Chapter 27
 
CONSTANCE DAWKINS’ apartment in Beacon Hill was as posh and elegant as anyone would expect for the Commissioner of the third largest WPCA precinct in the world. The panoramic view from the living room, overlooking Boston Harbor and the Atlantic beyond, was spectacular. The furniture and artwork were modern and tasteful. A cozy alcove at the far end of the room featured floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and a massive stone fireplace. Robots stood dormant in the corners, silent sentries waiting for their programmed times to begin their appointed rounds.
Down the hall in the equally-spacious master bedroom, Phillip Collier woke to the sound of a sparrow singing in a tree outside. The sun was up, but the blinds were drawn and there wasn’t a lot of light in the room. He pulled the sheets up around his neck and looked over at the commissioner, still sound asleep. He furrowed his brow.
Something was wrong. In all of the years since they’d first met, Collier had always felt special in Connie’s presence. She could be rude and impatient with others, but never with him. She treated him like an equal. They had to keep their distance professionally, but in their more intimate moments they shared their darkest secrets and fondest dreams.
Connie was brilliant, beautiful, independent, am­bitious, and a terrific lover. He’d never met anyone like her before, as far back as he could remember.
Now something was wrong, and he couldn’t figure out what it was. He wasn’t sure if it was the business with Dr. Pauling or something else, but Connie was starting to keep things from him.
The chime from a projector woke Dawkins up. Her first action of the day was to bury her head under her pillow. Collier hopped from the bed and hustled into the bathroom. Connie was never at her best first thing in the morning.
 
Dawkins sat up in bed. She blinked a few times, saw she was alone, grum­bled something incoherent, and threw off the blankets. She stood in her underwear, then stretched and yawned. Two robots bolted from the corner and promptly made the bed. Another robot rolled in from the living room and started to open the blinds, but Dawkins yelled at the hapless device and it froze in its tracks.
She could hear the shower running in the bath­room. Phillip must still be here. She scowled, wishing he’d left last night. Phillip was good for a few things, but idle chat in the morning was not one of them.
Dawkins’ projector chimed again, this time more insistent. She padded across the room and retrieved it from the top of her dresser, then punched a button on the screen. She wasn’t sure who would have the audacity to drag her out of bed at this ungodly hour on a Saturday morning, but she wasn’t surprised when it turned out to be Marjorie.
“We need you at the precinct,” came the voice from the projector. “We’ve got a situation here and you’re the only one who can handle it.” What a kiss-ass. Dawkins glared at the tiny image projected on the dresser.
“What kind of a situation?” she said.
“One of the laggers is gone.”
“What do you mean, gone? Is he dead, or did you just misplace him?”
“He escaped, ma’am.”
Dawkins blinked. She wasn’t sure she heard that right. Laggers didn’t escape.
“What do you mean, escaped?” She was wide awake now.
“Last night. He walked out of building seven.”
Dawkins’ face turned bright red. She hurled the projector across the room and screamed, “Phillip!”
Collier sprinted from the bathroom, dripping wet, wrapping a towel around his waist.
“What is it?” he said.
Dawkins was already pulling on a pair of wool slacks she’d found draped over a chair. “I have to go,” she said. “They need me at the pre­cinct.”
Collier frowned. “Don’t you want to take a shower first?”
Dawkins glared at him. She grabbed a purple knit shirt off the chair and pulled it over her head.
“Go back to New York,” she said, stepping into a pair of white flats. “Lock up when you leave.” She grabbed a leather jacket and purse off the dresser, then marched out of the room and stormed off down the hall.
 
Collier sat on the edge of the bed, staring at the floor, shaking his head glumly and trying to figure out what was going on. All of this secrecy had to be related to the old man, the lagger in building seven. The man had surprised him with his knowledge of physics, and he wanted to question him further, but not with Connie around.
He absently reached a hand to his face to adjust his glasses, but he wasn’t wearing any. His vision was perfect either way, the glasses being merely a fashion statement. Taking a deep breath, he decided against going back to New York. He needed to find out what Connie was keeping from him, and he wanted another shot at the old man.
 
Fifteen minutes later Dawkins was pacing the floor of her office. The room was large and windowless, with an industrial gray plastic floor and no carpeting. The office lacked any sort of decoration, and actually looked a little run down, or maybe battered. An oak desk in the center of the room supplied the only color. The top of the desk was completely empty, and polished to a respectable if not brilliant shine, a few scratches, scrapes, and gouges notwithstanding. Every­thing else in the office—which wasn’t much—was either black, white, or gray, except for the holocon wall at the far end, which glowed faintly blue.
Marjorie stood at attention in front of the desk while Dawkins paced. She had little doubt that Dawkins was angry, but she was pretty sure the anger wasn’t directed at her, because nothing was ever her fault, a fact she was always careful to point out to anyone who asked, and anyone who didn’t.
“They’re still looking,” she said optimistically. “They don’t think he could’ve gotten out of the compound. They’re checking every car, truck, and van that leaves the premises.”
“How did it happen?” Dawkins said through clenched teeth, still pacing.
“The lagger got hold of a stun tube. He blasted the guards.”
Dawkins shook her head. “That wouldn’t do any good. He’d still be trapped in the building. We’d just gas him out.”
“Yes, ma’am, except . . .” Marjorie knew she was treading on thin ice here. As Dawkins’ assistant, she was responsible for the weekly passcode changes, and being responsible for anything was dangerous.
But this time it really wasn’t her fault. The guard shouldn’t have written down the code. She knew who it was—a puny little guard named Jake Kessler. It was all his fault. But she was still responsible for the passcodes, so she thought it best for now if the commissioner didn’t know the whole story.
“Except what?” Dawkins asked impatiently.
“A guard left the outside door unlocked.”
Dawkins stopped pacing. “Unlocked?” she said. “Who would do something like that?”
“No one’s coming forward.” Marjorie hesitated, then decided this was too good an opportunity to pass up. “But we’re pretty sure we know who it is. Only one of the guards on duty in that area had the new codes.”
“And that would be . . .?”
Marjorie hesitated again. She was making this up as she went along, and she needed to make sure her story couldn’t be challenged by the facts. When she felt she had everything straight, she blurted out a name.
“Trevor Young.”
Dawkins stared at Marjorie, puzzled. “Do we have any idea why this Mr. Young would leave the building unlocked?”
“I didn’t—” Marjorie wasn’t sure how far to push this. “There’s a woman,” she said, then stopped.
Dawkins scowled. “Go on.”
“I really shouldn’t say anything.” She tried to sound reluctant.
Dawkins glared and folded her arms. “I want everything you’ve got.”
Marjorie took a deep breath.
“Sometimes the guards . . . they leave the doors open. So women can sneak in—the secretaries or the clerks or something.” She thought this part might actually be true. She’d heard stories. “You know,” she added, “so later on they can—”
“I get the picture,” Dawkins said, raising a hand to cut her off. “Do we have any idea who the lucky woman is, then? The one our Mr. Young was hoping to seduce?”
Marjorie sighed, then shook her head. “No idea.” She was tempted to offer up a name, but decided she was in deep enough. And she also knew at some level that if it came down to a test of credibility between her and Bonnie, she'd lose. Dawkins had too much respect for the biolo­gist, one of her pet employees. Marjorie not so much.
Anyway, the thing with Bonnie was more Trevor’s fault. She could nail Bonnie on something else later.
“All right,” Dawkins said. “Call in everyone to help with the search. Until that lagger is caught, every PC officer and security guard in the precinct is on twelve hour shifts. No exceptions.” She resumed pacing. “And when Mr. Young reports for work, I want him sent to my office immediately. I want to know who—”
Marjorie‘s projector beeped. She grabbed the device from her belt and scanned the display.
“Professor’s here to see you. He’s in the lobby.” She tilted her head. “What do you think he wants?” 

Chapter 28
 
BONNIE WAS SURPRISED to find PC officers on duty at the automated gates when she arrived at the precinct. Saturday mornings shouldn't be this busy. She slowed to pass through the gates, but no one bothered to stop her, or even look her way. The officers seemed to be more interested in who was leaving than who was coming in.
She drove nervously to the administration building parking lot and parked in the shade. She raised the canopy and climbed out, then hurried across the lot. Oddly, quite a few guards and officers were roaming the premises. That was unusual. They seemed to be looking for something. Or someone. All of this activity made Bonnie even more nervous. She never worked on Saturdays, and it was going to look suspicious. But she had to get Peter out, and Kellin seemed to have a plan. He had a lot of questions about the WPCA, and she wasn’t able to answer most of them, but she was fairly certain she could find the answers here at the precinct.
She ran up the steps to the administration building, slowing at the door when she saw Commis­sioner Dawkins and Professor Collier in the lobby. They were arguing again. She reached into her purse and pulled out her projector as if she’d received a call, then turned away and wandered down the steps. Ordinarily, she wouldn’t be too concerned with running into the commissioner, but considering what she was about to do, the fewer people who saw her in the office, the better.
She strolled back and forth along the bottom of the steps, playing with her projector and glancing into the lobby from time to time. When the commissioner was gone she ran inside, rushing past the guard at the desk and into the first corridor. The guard noted her arrival in his daily roster.
She hurried to the biology lab and pushed open the door. The lab was empty. Precinct employees sometimes worked weekends, so that was a pleasant surprise. She ran to her station, tossed her purse on the work­bench, and sat down. Reaching into her coat pocket, she pulled out a blue plastic card and inserted it into a slot attached to a reader screen. She turned on the machine and a menu popped up. She punched a few buttons on the reader, then stood and took off her coat, draping it over a nearby chair. She wanted to be sure Kellin had as much information as he could possibly need, so she was downloading everything. It would take a while. She sat back down and waited.
A minute into the download, Marjorie Gould burst into the lab. Bonnie jumped up from her chair.
“Marjorie!” she said, red-faced.
Marjorie frowned. “What are you doing here?”
She scanned the lab, saw they were alone, and wandered over to Bonnie’s reader. Her eyes narrowed when she saw the screen.
“Those look like personnel files.” She turned to Bonnie with a puzzled look. “What are you doing with personnel files?”
Bonnie ran through a dozen excuses in her head, trying to come up with something plausible.
“It’s complicated,” she said.
Marjorie took a seat at the workbench next to Bonnie and folded her arms. “Explain it to me.”
 
Collier followed Dawkins to the precinct briefing room, and neither said a word until they were safely inside with the door closed. Dawkins walked to the long table in the center of the room, then turned around and sat on top of it. She crossed her legs and folded her arms. “I told you to go back to New York,” she said coldly.
Collier remained by the door. “I thought you could use my help.”
“Not for this.”
“But I don’t think this is an ordinary lagger. He knows too much.”
“Who are you talking about?”
“The old man.”
Dawkins shook her head dismissively.
“Not my concern. I’ve got bigger problems right now and I don’t need you here.”
“I’d like to talk to him again.”
“Out of the question.”
“You won’t even know I’m here.”
Dawkins hopped off the table, glaring at Collier with her arms folded. “Nobody talks to him,” she said. “We’re not going to entertain any of his delusions. I’m not giving anyone the idea they can circumvent the law by claiming they’re from another planet.”
“What are you going to do with him, then?”
“Run a gamma series on Monday. If he’s still alive, we’ll send him to Ottawa.”
“What about a trial?”
Dawkins shook her head. A trial would be a waste of time. Public trials were once considered a good deterrent, a warning to anyone considering starting a family. But she knew better. You couldn’t deter a lagger. They were willing to die, for God’s sake. Going to jail couldn’t have seemed that bad by comparison. People still wanted trials, as if it was more fair that way, but in the end the lagger always lost, so why bother? “Go back to New York,” she said. “Let me worry about the lagger.”
Collier frowned. “I have some research to do while I’m here. I’ll be in Boston the rest of the day. If you need me for anything, give me a call.” He stood by the door and waited for her to respond. She finally walked over to him, gave him a quick peck on the cheek, and opened the door to let him out. She watched him leave, then marched over to the holocon. She punched a few buttons on the console and the wall in front of her dissolved. A prison cell formed in its place.
 
Glendir looked up from his cot when the precinct briefing room appeared in the holocon. The room was empty except for the commissioner. She was standing at the holo­con barrier, facing him with her hands on her hips.
“Alpha Centauri?” she asked sarcastically.
Glendir sat up in bed. “What do you want?”
Dawkins folded her arms across her chest. “According to Professor Collier, you all died out.”
“You know we didn’t. You’ve seen our landing pod.”
She almost smiled. Glendir could see the arro­gance in her eyes.
“Who else has seen it besides you?” he asked.
“No one. A few in the intelligence division. Offi­cers on the scene were told a cover story. A downed communications satellite. Don’t worry, you’re not going to find anyone who believes you.”
Glendir knew at least one person who believed him—the woman standing in front of him now. She knew exactly who he was.  He stood and walked to the holocon wall. “Why won’t you tell the others?” he said.
“Because I can’t let you return.”
“Why not?” he said. “We’re no danger to you.”
“Of course you are. If we let you go, you’ll just bring more of your kind here.”
“That’s not true. We only came to ask for your help.”
Dawkins sneered. “Well, that was a mistake, wasn’t it? You don’t belong here. You’re a bad influ­ence. You’re uncivilized and violent.”
“What makes you think I’m violent?”
“Your whole race is violent. You have a history of wars, murders, needless killing.”
“That was a long time ago.”
“It’s in your genes.”
“You think violence is genetic?”
“Of course it is. We have the P-gene. We don’t have wars or murders or violence of any kind. Only the laggers want to fight.”
“There’s nothing wrong with laggers.”
“They’re an infestation. They almost destroyed us once, with their incessant breeding.”
“They must know that, now. Why can’t you leave them alone?”
“Because they have no self-control. They multiply like rabbits. We’ll never get rid of the problem until they’re all gone.”
Glendir lowered his head. There just wasn’t any way to respond to something like that.
“Where’s Peter?” he asked instead.
“Not your concern. Right now I need two things from you. First, I need to know what you can tell me about the other lagger. The one who escaped.”
Glendir’s eyes brightened. “He got away?” That was good news. If Scott could find Kellin and let him know what happened, Kellin might be able to complete the mission.
Dawkins gritted her teeth. “I might be able to help you, but I have to know whose side you’re on.”
“I don’t know the man who escaped.”
“Did Covington know him?”
“How would I know that?”
“Did they talk to each other?”
“I don’t remember.” Glendir was not a particu­larly gifted liar.
Dawkins grimaced and resumed pacing. “The other thing I need,” she said, “is your partner.”
“Partner?”
“Don’t play games, Mr. Lywis. We found two DNA traces on the thumb­print reader in Kingston, and there were two seats in your space­ship.”
“I came here alone.”
Dawkins seethed, but kept her anger in check.
“Cooperation, Mr. Lywis.”
“You haven’t given me any reason to believe you’ll help me if I co­operate.”
“Maybe not, but I can promise what’ll happen if you don’t. It’s up to you how painful—”
Marjorie interrupted breathlessly from the door­way. “Commissioner!” she cried. 
Dawkins turned and barked at her. “What is it?”
“Did you give Bonnie a new assignment?”
“Adams? No, why?”
“She’s in the lab.”
“On a Saturday? What’s she doing?”
“Downloading personnel files.”
Dawkins shrugged. “Well, she must have a good reason.”
Not good enough for Marjorie. “She said you told her to download them.”
Dawkins heaved an annoyed sigh, then slammed a fist on the holocon controls. Glendir watched the room in front of him dissolve. 

Chapter 29
 
BONNIE STOOD in the biology lab, hovering over her reader screen and urging the device to hurry. A blue light on the holocon controls began to blink. A moment later she heard footsteps in the hall and glanced nervously at the door. The reader finally clicked off and the plastic card popped out of its slot. She pocketed it just as Commissioner Dawkins and Marjorie burst into the room.
“Adams?” Dawkins said. “What are you doing here?”
“I . . . left my apartment keys here last night. I just stopped by to pick them up.”
Marjorie scowled. “You told me you were getting information for the Commissioner.”
Bonnie forced a smile. “And you believed me?” she said weakly.
“You were accessing the database. I saw you.”
She waved it off. “I was calling up the gamma specs. I figured as long as I was here, I’d get a head start.”
Marjorie folded her arms. “I saw personnel files.”
“Do you even know what gamma specs look like?”
Marjorie didn’t. “You were on the computer an awfully long time.”
“Sorry, Marjorie. I’m not a computer whiz. Any­way, I’m done.” She grabbed her coat and purse. “See you Monday.”
She eased past the other two women and made it as far as the door.
“Hold it,” Dawkins said.
Bonnie froze. She turned around slowly to face the commissioner.
“Do you have your keys?” Dawkins asked.
Bonnie smiled, more nervous this time. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the blue card.
“Right here,” she said, waving the card.
“And the gamma specs?”
Bonnie was digging for another excuse when Marjorie’s projector beeped. She grabbed it off her belt and stared at the screen. Her eyes lit up. “They got him!” she cried.
“The lagger?”
Marjorie nodded. “Building one. Found him in an air duct.”
Dawkins’ face tightened. “That building is off limits,” she said tersely. “To everyone. How did he get in?”
Marjorie studied her projector screen and shook her head. “Doesn’t say. Want me to find out?”
“No. I’ll take care of it.” Dawkins stormed out of the lab with Marjorie following close behind.
Bonnie returned to her workbench. She slumped in a chair and slowly exhaled. When her knees stopped shaking, she jumped up and rushed out of the lab, down the hall, and across the lobby. She pushed her way through the doors into the bright sunshine and hurried across the compound to her car. She drove to her apartment in Somerville as fast as the traffic computers would allow. Outside her apartment, she grabbed the black card with the white “LSH” from her purse and connected it to the nav. Pulling back into traffic, she raced off down the street.
 
The guards dumped Scott Turner into an empty cell in building eight and left him there. The lagger was out cold, and considering all of the stun tube blasts he’d recently received, was likely to remain that way for a while.
The cells in building eight had no holocons, so Commissioner Dawkins and her assistant had to stop by in person to look in on the lagger. They gazed through the glass at the limp body on the floor.
“ID?” Dawkins asked her assistant. 
Marjorie read from her projector. “Scott Turner.” 
“Is he the other one? The other thumbprint?”
“No, this one’s got all his genes.”
Dawkins frowned. “All right. You stay here. Soon as he wakes up, notify me immediately. No one talks to him until I do. Is that clear?”
Marjorie nodded unhappily.
Dawkins left building eight through the long tube connecting the cellblock with the administration building. Sunlight streamed through the clear plastic walls of the tube. Outside, the compound was quiet, guards and PC officers no longer searching the grounds.
The connecting tube looked out on tall trees and verdant hills stretch­ing out under a sparkling blue sky, but Dawkins was paying no attention to any of that. Right now her only concern was building one. She had just dodged a bullet, or maybe not. She wasn’t sure what the lagger had been doing in that building, or what he’d seen.
Her initial instincts had been to keep the lagger aircraft close, inside the compound. She thought she could stash it in building one and no one would know about it. She could inspect the craft herself whenever she wanted, and she had, several times.
Gerard Dufour had mentioned a device that could disable a stun tube. He thought it was a lagger invention, but that seemed unlikely. If laggers had a weapon like that, they would’ve overrun the precinct by now. The only way to stop a lagger was to knock him unconscious. Lethal weapons had been outlawed since the M-gene. Without stun tubes, guards and offi­cers would be defenseless. A thousand laggers descending on an unarmed precinct would be a nightmare.
If Dawkins had her way, PC officers would carry guns instead of stun tubes. That would cut down on a lot of needless trials. A gun didn’t always kill a man, but it would certainly slow him down. A stun tube would slow him down too, but it wouldn’t punish him the way a gun could. Dawkins had a small cache of illegal firearms stashed away in building four, just in case the rules changed, but for now their only defense was the tubes.
A device that could disable a stun tube sounded like something the spacemen would have brought with them. Dawkins had searched the spaceship and found several interesting objects inside, but didn’t have any idea what they were. At first she thought she’d get Phillip to take a look, but then decided against it. He wasn’t convinced the laggers were from outer space, and that worked for her. He hadn’t seen the spaceship, and she would make sure he never did. No telling what he might do if he learned the truth.
Right now the important thing was keeping the spaceship secure. If a lagger could get into building one, anyone could. She couldn’t let the spacemen find it. She had one of them locked up, but there was another one out there, and he was no doubt looking for the ship right now. As long as she had control of it, the spacemen were trapped. They might cause trouble here on Earth, but they couldn’t go home.
Minutes later Dawkins was back at her desk, making arrangements to have the truck in building one moved out of the precinct and into a more secure facility. The WPCA owned a number of warehouses up and down the coast. Any one of them would be safer than the precinct. 
 
Bonnie sat in her speeding car and watched the trees fly past. Daylight runs to the lagger camp employed speed and maneuverability in place of stealth. Her nav card carried a full download of the local foliage, and even racing through the woods at full turbine power, the car neatly avoided every obstacle. Another vehicle trying to keep up would more than likely crash in the trees.
The car roared into the clearing at the entrance to the lagger camp, skidding to a halt in a cloud of dust. Bonnie bolted from the car and ran to the rusty trailer. She hopped through the door and scanned the fields. Plenty of activity but no sign of Kellin.
She ran down to the lake and found Rose Watson tinkering with the water pumps. Bonnie asked her about Kellin and Rose shook her head. She asked several more campers around the gazebo, but no one had seen Kellin since breakfast.
She finally found him touring the stables with Frank Davies. She tried to pull him away but he seemed fascinated by the livestock, studying a cow like he’d never seen one before.
She eventually dragged him off to a cabin by the lake, a one-room bungalow with minimal furniture, and sat him down at a desk in front of a reader screen. She fished the blue card out of her pocket and dropped it in the reader slot, then explained to Kellin how to use the menus. Minutes later, he was busy sifting through maps of the Boston WPCA. 

Chapter 30
 
PROFESSOR COLLIER stepped off the moving sidewalk at Webster Avenue, just before the belts turned around and headed back downtown. It was less than half a kilometer from Webster to the Boston space museum, and the professor had made the trip many times before. He wore a long coat and wool hat against the brisk morning air, and walked with his hands shoved deep in his coat pockets.
The museum was a large U-shaped building bordering three sides of an open plaza. The outer walls of the museum were decorated with large relief diagrams of the moon, the planets, and the con­stellations. Strolling across the plaza, Collier smiled at the images and the way their shadows played across the building. He entered the museum through the main doors and was greeted by one of the docents, a tall, thin man with a quiet disposition.
“Business or pleasure today, Professor?” the man asked with a warm smile.
“I’m not entirely certain,” Collier replied. “I thought I might wander through your Centauri ex­hibit.”
The docent nodded. “A fine display, sir,” he said. “Although it doesn’t compare to Huntsville, of course.”
Collier said, “You give yourself too little credit,” but in fact he had to agree. The space museum in Huntsville had complete records of the first twenty missions, and an enormous display area that included large sections of the actual sixth starship—the first to return to Earth after the missions were scrubbed.
But a trip to Huntsville would take two days at least, and this visit was really more of a refresher. He was only here to arm himself with enough information to counter the laggers’ claims of extraterrestrial origin.
The Centauri exhibit occupied a single, long room in the south wing of the museum. The entrance was marked by a two-meter replica of the marble relief globe that sat outside Collier’s office in New York. The exhibit itself contained mostly books and articles that anyone could find in a library, plus a few tired starship models and mock-ups that Collier had donated to the museum years ago. A small alcove at one end of the exhibit contained a gallery of photos from the Centauri planet, most of which could be found in Collier’s books back at the university.
Collier spent two long hours poring over the exhibit and didn’t learn anything new. He found a few records of early communications he couldn’t remember having seen before, but the messages were mostly personal and didn’t contain any useful details about the colonies. He was disappointed to find the models had deteriorated so badly, and he made a mental note to replace them when he got the chance. Nothing else in the exhibit seemed to grab his interest, so he picked up his coat and prepared to leave.
On his way out, he wandered through the photo gallery. When he came across the picture of the settlers overlooking the bridge, he stopped and shook his head. What was it the laggers called this place? Montgomery Bay? Where did they come up with that? Centauri colonists. Unbelievable. Laggers were always looking for ways to explain away genetic anomalies, but this was a new one. He had to give them credit for a vivid imagination, but they should have checked their facts before trying to bluff their way through a dis­cussion of the colonies with a Centauri expert.
Collier smiled to himself. On a whim, he sat down at a reader screen and called up the general information menu. He searched under the key­word “Tennyson”, and not surprisingly thousands of references popped up.
Scrolling through the first dozen books, he found a biography titled “William Tenny­son”, and noted the subtitle, “Commander of the First Interstellar Mission to Alpha Centauri”. He called up the book and flipped casually through the chapters, but stopped abruptly when he reached a chapter near the end called “The Successors”.
On Earth, Tennyson was a monumental hero. The first volunteer. The first man to set sail for the stars, to spread the hopes and dreams of human civilization throughout the galaxy. Other ships would follow, but William Bernard Tennyson would lead the way. With all of the media hype sur­rounding that first mission, it’s not surprising that Earth would lose sight of the fact that William Tennyson—forty-six when he departed—would not be the first person to settle the new world.
Collier scanned the first few pages of the chapter. Tennyson died at the age of eighty-one, thirty-five years into the mission. The senior crew elected Hannah Kazamura to take his place, chiefly because she was the first person born after the mission began—the first human being ever born in space. Kazamura served the mission well until her death forty-eight years later, when she was succeeded by the grandson of one of the first volun­teers, a young engineer named Clayton Montgomery.
Collier was only slightly perturbed by this infor­mation. Montgomery’s name was available to anyone who wanted to look it up, and it wasn’t terribly clever to imagine that the lands and seas of the new world would be named for the leaders of the mission. It was clever to realize that the names would be those of the descendants and not the original volunteers, but Collier didn’t doubt the cleverness of these particular laggers for a minute.
He decided he needed to clear this up, as quickly as possible. He needed to talk to the lagger. The com­missioner wouldn’t approve, but she didn’t necessarily have to know about it. Grabbing a projector from his belt, he called the precinct. Marjorie’s image appeared on the table in front of him.
“I need the lagger moved,” he told her.
“Which one?”
“The old man. I want him sent to building D.”
Giving Marjorie even that much information was risky. She was a direct pipeline to the commissioner.
But Collier knew Marjorie liked to keep things to herself that she might be able to use later on, and he only needed a day or two. Building D was well away from the rest of the cellblocks, it wasn’t connected to the administration building by a tube, and hardly anyone had access. He could come and go whenever he wanted, and more importantly, without alerting Connie.
“You’ll have to talk to the commissioner,” Marjorie said. “I’m not allowed to move prisoners around.”
“I am,” Collier replied. “Move him on my authority.” 

Chapter 31
 
THE AFTERNOON SUN streamed in through the open window of the tiny log cabin. The window looked out on a quiet farm, with men and women tending crops in the fields, and children playing hide-and-seek in the tall grass. The tranquil setting was completely lost on Kellin, busy at his reader screen, hunched over the desk and poring through pages of data from the WPCA.
He was interrupted when Bonnie walked in with a lunch tray and two steaming bowls of soup. Setting the tray on a small table in the corner, she gazed over at Kellin and shook her head in amazement.
“You really must be from another planet,” she said. “You’ve been staring at those documents for hours. Any normal person would’ve died of bore­dom.”
Kellin smiled but didn’t look up. Bonnie wan­dered over to see what he found so fascinating. On the screen was a graphic of a complete PC officer’s uniform, with every item labeled, right down to the stun tube holster. Kellin pointed to the uniform.
“Where can I get one of these?”
“Eat your lunch first.”
Bonnie pulled a bench up to the table, and the two of them sat and ate their soup side by side. Kellin had a few questions about the PC, and Bonnie answered what she could. She then wanted to know how he expected to rescue Peter, so Kellin outlined his plan, which involved not much more than walking into the precinct, releasing Peter and Glendir from their cell, and walking out.
Bonnie grimaced as she listened to the details.
“You’re not going to fool anyone by dressing up like a PC officer. It’s not enough to look like them. You have to know how they operate. You have to know the whole organization—names, departments, com­munication codes, that kind of thing.”
“I’ve been reading up.”
“It’s not the same. They’ll know right away you’re not one of them. You won’t even get past the desk clerk.”
“Ben Taylor.”
“Who?”
“The guard at the desk. Ben Taylor. He has the Saturday night shift.”
“You know the desk clerk?” Bonnie asked, in­credulous.
“It was in the personnel files you gave me.”
Bonnie frowned. This was a big mistake. Mem­orizing names wasn’t going to help. Why couldn’t Kellin see it? “You’re taking an awfully big chance,” she said.
“I have to get Glendir out. Peter, too. It’s my fault they’re in there.”
Bonnie sighed. If Kellin got caught, she’d be able to say the same thing about him.
After lunch they took a stroll through the camp. Everyone still greeted Bonnie with sympathy and eyed Kellin with doubt. Most of the men and women were in the fields, tending winter vegetables. Frank Davies and a few others were cutting trees at the edge of the clearing, sawing the thick trunks into logs, and chopping the logs into firewood. School was out for the day, and kids who weren’t playing games were skating down at the lake.
Kellin and Bonnie hiked along a wide trail, a clear swath of land a hundred meters across that ran the length of the camp from the farm to the solar array. Wooden cabins were clustered on either side of the trail, but the trail itself was straight and flat, free of cabins and trees. They followed the wide trail to a large bungalow near the stables, and walked through the open front door without knocking. Inside, they found Leroy Folger sitting at an industrial-sized sewing machine.
Leroy was old, sixty at least, and looked every day of it. He had sad eyes and ruddy skin and a week-old white beard that softened the lines on his face. He sat in the middle of the cabin surrounded by half a dozen giant sewing machines, all clattering away at full speed and drumming loudly on the heavy wooden floor.
When Leroy spotted Bonnie, he grabbed a remote and waved it at each machine, shutting them down one by one. He smiled warmly when the noise died.
“Bonnie Adams. Heard you were back in camp.” He pulled up a chair for Bonnie, inspected Kellin curiously, then pulled up another chair.
“Take a load off. What brings you out here to see old Leroy? Creds holding up okay?”
Bonnie and Kellin took seats. “Creds are fine,” Bonnie said. “We’ve got another problem, though.”
Leroy lowered his eyes. “I know. Awful sorry about Pete. He was a good kid.”
“Thanks, Leroy.”
“Always taking chances, though. Had those Covington creds, didn’t he?”
Bonnie nodded.
“Not the best,” Leroy said, shaking his head sadly. “Always want to use your own name. Two names come up for the same thumbprint, they’re gonna be suspicious. Wish he’d ’a come to me. You gonna stay in camp, now?”
“No, I can still do more good on the outside.”
“Maybe you oughta think about it. With Pete gone and all.”
“He’s not gone,” Bonnie said firmly. “He’s in jail.”
Leroy nodded unconvincingly.
“We need a uniform,” Bonnie said. “Can you help?”
Leroy sized up Kellin. “For him?” Bonnie nod­ded, and Leroy shook his head warily. “Hope you’re not plannin’ what I think you are.”
“I have to, Leroy.”
“No, you don’t. You have to let it go.”
“Peter wouldn’t, if it was me who got caught.”
Leroy grimaced. “Sweetheart, listen, I know it’s hard, but Pete knew the risks. And he wouldn’t want you taking no chances now.”
“Please, Leroy, I’ve heard all the arguments.”
Leroy nodded slowly. “All right,” he said, “but let me ask you this. How many of our friends did we lose to the PC last year?”
“Too many.”
“And how many made it out?”
Bonnie hesitated. She knew the answer. Zero. None. No lagger caught by the PC had ever been seen again. Ever.
“We need it today,” she said. “Can you do it?”
Leroy frowned. “It’s Saturday.”
“Please?”
Leroy heaved a big sigh. “I suppose I could get the creds posted today.”
“What about the uniform?”
Leroy shook his head, but he knew he was beat. “What size?”
Bonnie jumped up from her chair, ran to him, wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him on the cheek.
“Thanks, Leroy,” she said with a smile. 

Chapter 32
 
GLENDIR LAY FACE UP IN HIS COT, hands clasped behind his head, deep in thought. He guessed it was around noon. Lights were off but it wasn’t dark—somewhere in the building windows were admitting daylight.
He was alone in the cell. Peter had been dragged away hours ago. He thought he could hear guards or PC officers milling about, but he wasn’t sure if they were inside the building or out.
Of all the concerns Glendir had about traveling in space, the last prob­lem he’d ever expected to face was lying in jail on a strange planet with his ride home cooling its heels in orbit. He’d calculated the core temperature of the Lywis drive in the Kumar, and knew he had only around forty hours to fire up the fusion reactor. Once they retrieved the pod, they’d have to signal the Kumar to return to low orbit. That would take almost an hour. Pod liftoff and rendez­vous would take another hour. He lay back in his cot, closed his eyes, and thought about the odds of getting home. A return to Centauri wasn’t looking good for him, but maybe Kellin still had a chance.
Two guards approached from the hall. Glendir sat up straight in bed, looked into the corridor, and saw the officers dragging a listless body between them. They stopped at the glass barrier in front of the cell, and one of the officers called the security office. A moment later the light barrier on one side of the cell dimmed. The guards dumped the body on the floor and rolled it over on its back. It was Peter. Glendir jumped from his cot and rushed over, kneeling at Peter’s side. He lifted his head.
“Peter!” he said. “Wake up.”
Peter was barely breathing. His face was bruised and his blond hair was matted with blood. Glendir brushed the hair away from his face. Peter groaned but didn’t come around. Glendir glared at the guards in anger and found himself face-to-face with a stun tube. An amber light filled the room.
 
The next thing Glendir saw was the inside of a dark building. His head was swimming and he couldn’t walk, but he could make out concrete walls and long rows of steel doors with tiny slots. His feet were dragging on the ground and he was vaguely aware of the men on either side of him, each supporting a shoulder. Then one of the steel doors opened in front of him and he was sailing head first into a dimly-lit room with a cold floor. He lay face down for a minute, until he heard the metal door clang shut behind him. He tried to raise his head and couldn’t quite do it, but after several minutes he was able to move his fingers. He struggled to turn over onto his back and drifted into unconsciousness.
When he woke again, his head was clear and he was able to climb to his feet, but he had no idea where he was. Gazing around the room, he found himself surrounded by four concrete walls, interrupted only by a steel door that was bolted shut. The room was large, roughly eight meters square, with a damp, musty smell. A single lamp hung from the ceiling. Furnishings were sparse, a desk and three cots, but the corners of the room were cluttered with tall stacks of boxes, files, and worn out electronics gear that cast dark shadows across the walls and floor. Glendir guessed the room was used for storage. It looked more like an operating room in a war zone.
He also realized he wasn’t alone. A dark figure loomed in the shadows. The figure stepped into the light and Glendir recognized the short goatee and thick glasses of Professor Collier. The professor set a leather briefcase on one of the cots and looked Glendir up and down.
Glendir’s eyes narrowed. “Where’s Commissioner Dawkins?”
“Forget Dawkins,” Collier said. “Today, it’s just you and me.”
“What are you doing here?”
“I want you to answer some questions for me.”
“Why should I tell you anything? You tried to turn us in, back at the university.”
Collier shook his head. He sat down on the cot next to his briefcase. “I do some consulting work for the PC,” he said. “Dr. Pauling was already under investigation. The fact that they grabbed him while he was in my office had nothing to do with me.”
Glendir frowned. That actually made sense. He and Kellin were in the professor’s office a long time, and when they left, it was at Collier’s request. He kicked them out. If he’d wanted to turn them in to the PC, he would’ve asked them to stay longer.
“What do you want from me?” Glendir asked, still doubtful.
“I want you to tell me what you know about quantum physics.”
“Physics?”
“In particular I’d like to hear your theory on unified fields.”
“But you think I’m lying about that.”
“I’m a scientist, Mr. Lywis. I don’t make personal judgments about what is and isn’t true. I try to keep an open mind. I gather the evidence, experimental or otherwise, and try to determine the truth analytically. And while I don’t currently have any evidence that supports faster-than-light travel, I thought you might appreciate the opportunity to provide me with some.”
Glendir hesitated, then asked, “If I help you, will you answer a question for me?”
“If I can. What do you want to know?”
“Your technology. It doesn’t seem right. In some areas, medicine for example, you’re far more advanced than we are. In others, you seem to have made no progress at all.”
“All of our technology is old. Even medicine. But I suspect we had quite a few advantages over the colonists in that regard.”
“Like what?”
“Animals, for one. And the fossil record. There’s a lot more life here, and we got to see how it all began. You didn’t.”
Glendir thought he must’ve heard that wrong. Life didn’t begin. People didn’t suddenly appear one day out of nothing.
“What about your other technology?” he said. “You no longer send men and women into space. You communicate with old-fashioned radio waves. Your mathematics are obsolete. And you don’t seem to have even the slightest understanding of chaos mechanics.”
“You mean chaos theory?”
“Well, it’s more than a theory, isn’t it?”
“Of course not. It doesn’t have any practical applications. It’s too random, unpredictable. Like the old saying, a butterfly flaps its wings in China, so it rains in New York.”
“Right.” Glendir nodded, guessing that a butter­fly was some kind of animal. “The weather. That’s the first thing we noticed when we arrived. How cold it was. You can’t even control the weather.”
Collier smiled broadly. “You can’t be serious,” he said. “Control the weather?”
“It’s not that difficult.”
“It’s not difficult at all. It’s impossible. How could you possibly control the weather?”
Glendir searched for an explanation. “I guess you could say, we flap the butterfly’s wings. At the right place and time. You just have to do the math.”
Collier’s amusement was fading. He furrowed his brow.
“If you want,” Glendir continued, “I could show you a couple of Fourier loops to get you started.”
“No,” Collier said quickly, waving off the sug­gestion. “That won’t be necessary. I think we should get back to those unified field equations.”
Glendir heaved a sigh. “All right,” he said. “Do you have something I can write on?”
Collier reached into his briefcase and produced a blue plastic board the size of a notebook. A thin stylus dangled from a wire attached to the board. Collier tapped the board with the stylus and the surface lit up. He handed the light board to Glendir and said, “Let’s see what you’ve got.” 

Chapter 33
 
TREVOR ARRIVED for work at his usual time, five minutes late. When he burst into the lobby, the guard at the desk called him over and handed him a yellow card. Trevor stared first at the card, then the guard.
“The Commissioner?” he asked, blood draining from his face. The guard nodded.
“Know what it’s about?” Trevor asked.
The guard shook his head. “Can’t be good.”
Trevor pocketed the card and shuffled off to the corridors. In his forty-three years with the WPCA, he’d spoken to the precinct commis­sioner exactly once—when he was hired. And that was Commis­sioner Rodriguez. Commissioner Dawkins had only been in Boston for sixteen years, and she didn’t work nights. Trevor barely knew what she looked like.
“Mr. Young?” Dawkins asked when he stepped into her office. She was sitting behind her desk in a tall leather chair, hands clasped on the desk, appar­ently waiting for him. She was better looking than he remembered, but her eyes were dark and cold.
“Yes, ma’am,” he said.
“I understand you snuck a young lady into building seven last night.”
“Excuse me?”
Dawkins leaned back in her chair and folded her arms across her chest. She spoke with little emotion displayed on her face, but her voice carried an air of total contempt. “I’ve heard this is not an uncommon practice,” she said, “sneaking women into the cell­blocks. However in this case, your actions allowed a lagger to escape.”
Trevor was stunned. He’d spent half his shift last night searching for the missing lagger, and the word around the precinct was that the lagger escaped because a guard had written down the codes. Trevor hadn’t been anywhere near building seven. As for sneaking women into the cellblocks, Marjorie had invited him into building D, but he’d turned her down flat. That couldn’t be it.
“It wasn’t me, ma’am,” he said.
“What was the young lady’s name?”
“Is it possible you’re thinking of a different Mr. Young?”
Dawkins scowled and flipped through a reader screen on her desk. “Trevor Young? Badge number 351-985?”
Trevor swallowed hard. “Yes, ma’am, but there wasn’t any young lady.” He thought it best not to involve Marjorie. She had a lot of pull with the commissioner, and might make things worse.
“I have information to the contrary,” Dawkins said. “Fortunately for you, the lagger was recaptured this morning and there won’t be any charges. However, you will be returned to probationary status for one year, and forfeit all privileges earned in service.”
Trevor slumped his shoulders. “Yes, ma’am,” he said. He knew better than to argue with the commissioner, but someone had obviously made a huge mistake. He figured he could take it up with his C.O., or ask around the precinct. If worse came to worst, he could always ask Marjorie to straighten things out, although the thought made him shiver.
“That’s all,” the commissioner said, dismissing him with a wave and returning to her reader screen. Trevor wasted no time vacating the office.
Shuffling through the corridors with his head down, Trevor found his C.O. riding a stationary bike in the gym, and asked him about the lagger escape. His C.O. growled something about keeping the doors locked and women out of the cellblocks—although he used more colorful language than that—and then clamped his mouth shut and pedaled harder.
Two hours into his shift, Trevor ran into the burly guard who had hauled Scott into building seven the night before, and had gotten blasted by a stun tube for his trouble. The guard was a friend and had already heard about Trevor’s demotion. Trevor was still trying to make sense of everything.
“Something about a girl in the cellblocks,” he said.
The burly guard grinned. “Been there, done that. How’d you get caught?”
“That’s just it,” Trevor said. “It didn’t happen. But the commissioner said that’s how the lagger escaped.”
“No, everyone knows it was Kessler. He wrote down the codes.”
“Yeah, that’s what I thought.” Trevor and the burly guard walked down the hall together, Trevor more confused than ever. 

Chapter 34
 
GUARDS WERE no longer on duty at the main gates when Bonnie and Kellin arrived at the precinct, so Bonnie drove straight through without slowing down. It was dark out and the compound looked deserted, but it wasn’t late, only around seven o’clock.
A few meters past the gates, when Bonnie felt no one was looking, she stopped the car and raised the canopy. Kellin hopped out, dressed in full WPCA garb—gray uniform, blue vest, gloves, jacket, badge—and carrying a realistic facsimile of a stun tube in a holster at his side. He straightened his vest and scanned the grounds, then assumed the role of an officer on duty and marched down the road toward the center of the compound.
Bonnie lowered the canopy and continued on to the parking lot. She drove through the lot and parked in the most secluded spot she could find. She scanned the grounds for any signs of trouble, then climbed out and headed quickly to the administration building.
Bonnie tried not to show it, but she was scared. Kellin’s plan for rescuing Peter was far from foolproof, and would require a certain amount of inefficiency on the part of the security staff. Kellin had wanted to execute the plan by himself, without Bonnie’s help, but she had dismissed that notion immediately and in no uncertain terms. They would enter the building separately and meet up inside, and she would be there when they got Peter out.
Bonnie stepped through the lobby doors and saw Kellin arguing with the guard at the desk. Trouble already. She was about to head over to see if she could straighten things out when the argument broke up. Kellin thanked the guard tersely and marched through the lobby toward the corridors. Bonnie followed a dozen steps behind.
On the other side of the lobby, half a dozen security guards were standing in a group beneath the giant seal of the WPCA, drinking coffee and talking quietly amongst themselves. One of the guards looked up when Bonnie marched past, and his eyes followed her as she disappeared into the hall. The guard excused himself from the group and hurried after her.
Bonnie found Kellin waiting for her in the corri­dor.
“What was that all about?” she asked nervously, referring to the argument at the front desk.
“Nothing,” Kellin said. “Let’s go.”
Kellin led her quickly through the maze of corri­dors as if he’d been working in the building his whole life. Within minutes they arrived at the entrance to a long tube that ran directly from the administration complex to building seven. A solid glass barrier blocked the entrance. Mounted in the center of the barrier at eye level was a 20-button keypad. An indicator light on the pad glowed red.
“Damn it,” Bonnie said, studying the keypad. “I wasn’t expecting this. These are open during the day.”
“Can you unlock it?” Kellin asked.
Bonnie shook her head. “They don’t give me the codes.” By “they”, she meant Marjorie. The com­missioner’s assistant launched the security program every week to reconfigure the codes, and distributed the new codes on a need-to-know basis. In Marjorie’s world, there wasn’t much Bonnie needed to know.
As they peered helplessly through the glass, Trevor wandered up.
“Miss Adams,” he said, feigning surprise and paying no attention to Kellin. “What brings you down here this evening?”
Bonnie smiled. She recognized the baby-faced guard who’d escorted her through the parking lot the previous night, but only on account of Marjorie’s tirade later that evening. She wished she could remember his name.
“Well, hello again,” she said. “I’m doing some tests on a lagger for Commissioner Dawkins on Monday. I was hoping to get a look at him tonight. I didn’t know the tubes would be locked. I asked this officer to help, but he doesn’t have the passcodes.”
Kellin reached a hand out to Trevor. “Kellin Rhonden,” he said. “New York precinct.”
Trevor shook hands warily. “Cellblocks are off-limits after hours, especially to—” He almost said “women”, but caught himself. “They’re off-limits. Commissioner’s orders.”
Bonnie frowned. “I wouldn’t want to get you in any trouble, but I really need to get in there. Just this one time.”
Trevor hesitated, and Bonnie wasn’t sure why. It didn’t seem to be an unreasonable request. Maybe Kellin’s presence was putting him off.
Kellin was apparently thinking the same thing.  “Hey,” he said, “it’s okay with me. I was just leaving. Nice to meet you both.” He turned and started back toward the lobby.
 
Trevor watched Kellin disappear around the corner, then turned back to Bonnie. It was just the two of them, alone in the hall, Bonnie in her gray slacks and green knit top, auburn hair cascading down the sides of her face. She looked amazing. But something was wrong. She looked upset, too. Not angry or scared, but troubled, almost hurt. Her eyes were pleading. They looked so sad, and so beautiful. How could he turn her down?
And yet this was exactly what Commissioner Dawkins had warned him about—letting women into the cellblocks.
Except not exactly. Not this time. Trevor would only be letting Bonnie into the cellblock so she could do her job, not for any other reason. Trevor wouldn’t even go into the cellblock with her. So really, it wasn’t the same at all. “Just this once,” he said as he punched a code into the keypad.
The glass barrier slid away and Bonnie started toward the tube, but then she stopped and turned back to Trevor and gave him a smile that completely melted him. She thanked him profusely before turning back to the tube. He watched her walk away, then felt a little ashamed to be ogling her backside like that, and quickly turned and hurried off toward the lobby.
Trevor was walking through the halls, but his feet weren’t quite touching the ground. Bonnie had told him she’d be grateful, and that was a nice thought, but even if she never returned the favor, he was happy he’d been able to do something nice for her.
He had no idea what kind of tests Bonnie was going to run on the lagger, but she wouldn’t be able to do anything tonight. The cells were locked. He thought that was just as well. He didn’t like it when Bonnie had to work with laggers. Laggers were trouble. They were mean and selfish, and sometimes dangerous. And he thought they smelled bad.
She probably only had some questions for the lagger. She wouldn’t even have to go into the cell. He didn’t know how long that would take, but he decided it might be a good idea to wander past the tube a few more times before his shift was over. 

Chapter 35
 
BONNIE STOPPED IN THE MIDDLE of the tube and glanced back at the entrance. No one there. She turned around and headed back to the administration building, then snuck into the main corridor. She looked up and down the hall to make sure the guard was gone, and spotted Kellin making his way back from the lobby. “Did the guard leave?” she asked as he approached.
“He’s back in the lobby,” Kellin said, then added, “I think he likes you.”
“I don’t even know his name.”
“Trevor.”
“What?”
“His name,” Kellin said. “Trevor Young.”
Bonnie grimaced. That sounded right. That was the name Marjorie had used last night.
Bonnie led Kellin into the open tube. They hurried quickly along the passageway, through the heart of the compound. Trees and shrubs were visible through the clear plastic walls, but it was dark out­side and the tube had no lights of its own. Up ahead they could make out the bulky exterior of building seven, walls bathed in pale moonlight. The lights were off inside the building and the tunnel grew darker as they approached. Reaching the end of the tube, they found it blocked by another glass barrier, and another keypad. Kellin frowned.
Eight numbers. Bonnie had watched Trevor punch eight numbers into the keypad back at the entrance. She only hoped she’d seen them correctly. She had felt a little guilty stealing a look over the guard’s shoulder when he typed them in, but she couldn’t worry about that now. She punched eight numbers into the keypad in front of her and the barrier slid aside. They ran into the cellblock and down the length of the building, Kellin inspecting cells on the left and Bonnie checking cells on the right.
Kellin found the first sign of life.
“Over here,” he whispered, peering into a dark cell. Both cots in the cell were empty, but he could see a body lying on the floor, barely moving. He unclipped a projector from his belt and called the precinct security office. The projector beamed the image of a female PC officer onto the floor of the cellblock. She appeared to be sitting at a desk.
“Building seven,” Kellin said to his projector. “Cell one-one-six.”
The female officer hesitated. He could see the tiny image consulting a reader screen on her desk.
“I don’t have anything scheduled for that cell,” the image said.
“I know,” Kellin said. “Just got the call. They need him in the lab right away.”
The officer frowned. “Can you wait until we get the order?”
“Could, I suppose.” Kellin tried to sound impatient. “Getting late though.”
The officer sighed heavily. “One-one-six?” she asked, and a few seconds later the light barrier in front of Kellin dissolved.
Bonnie ran into the cell and knelt beside the body. “Peter!” she cried. “Wake up!” She brushed the hair from his face and winced at the cuts and bruises. “What did they do to you?”
Peter’s chest rose and fell in shallow breaths. Bonnie was familiar with the effects of a stun tube blast, but this was something else. Something worse.
“It’s the drugs,” she said. “To get him to talk. I can give him something if we can get him to the lab.” She glanced nervously around the cellblock. “Help me pick him up.”
Kellin frowned. “We have to find Glendir.”
“There’s no time.”
“You said they’d be in the same room.”
“They must have moved him. There’s no telling where he is now.” She jumped to her feet. “Come on, we have to go now.”
Kellin slumped to the floor and leaned against the cot. He looked like he wasn’t going to move. Bonnie would’ve been okay just leaving him there and taking Peter with her, but Peter was in no shape to walk and she doubted she could carry him. She needed Kellin. She got down on one knee and reached a hand out to his shoulder.
“Let’s go back to the lab,” she said. “We can look for your friend there, all right?”
Kellin reluctantly agreed. He stood and dragged Peter to his feet, supporting him under his arms. Bonnie jumped up and grabbed him around the waist. Together they hauled him out of the cell, down the hall, and into the tube. Peter could only stumble along and the pace was slow, but they made it back to the administration building and through the halls without any further interference from the guards.
The door to biology lab flew open and Bonnie, Peter, and Kellin piled inside. Kellin lowered Peter into a chair near the door. Bonnie rushed to her workbench and riffled through the top drawer, digging out a syringe-like tube. She ran over to Peter and pressed the tube to his neck. A moment later he groaned and his eyes fluttered open. He saw Bonnie’s face and smiled like a drunken sailor.
“Howdy,” he said.
“Peter,” Kellin said. “Where’s Glendir? Why isn’t he with you?”
Peter struggled to raise his head and gaze around the room. “Where am I?” he said.
At her workbench, Bonnie flashed through menus on her reader, stopping at the building log files. The files listed daily maintenance tasks, including items like cleaning schedules and feeding times for the prisoners. She studied the listings, then cried out, “Damn it!”
“What’s the matter?” Kellin asked.
“They moved him to building D.”
“Who?” Peter said, still dazed.
“Is it nearby?” Kellin asked.
“Back of the compound. There’s no tube. It’s only accessible from outside.”
“Let’s go, then.”
Bonnie glared at her screen. “We can’t. It’s a restricted area. It takes a lot more than a few pass­codes. And the cells all have mechanical locks.”
“There must be a way.”
Bonnie shook her head. “I don’t even know anyone who has clearance for that building, except the commissioner.” And maybe Professor Collier, she thought, not that he would help.
She leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms and grimacing at the floor. “What’s he doing there?” she asked no one in particular. “I’m sup­posed to run a gamma series on him Monday. Building D is for—” She stopped, then leaned in to her reader screen and studied the display.
“Yes!” she exclaimed, pumping a fist and rolling her chair over to a small console in a corner of the lab. “That cell has a holocon. I might be able to conference him in.”
She worked the dials on the holocon controls and the wall in front of her dissolved. She gazed into the empty blue room. Nothing. She turned back to the control panel and redialed, and the image of a dark storage room began to form. In a far corner of the room, a man in a glossy blue jumpsuit was sitting at a desk with his back to the holocon, writing on a light board. The man was alone.
Kellin jumped up. “Glendir!” he shouted.
Glendir spun around and stared into the biology lab. He smiled briefly when he saw Kellin, then stood and walked toward the holocon barrier.
“Where are you?” he asked Kellin, then narrowed his eyes and frowned. “And what are you doing in that uniform?”
“We’re in the lab,” Kellin replied. “It’s not far. Stay where you are, we’ll come and get you.”
“No, listen, they’ve taken the landing pod. You’ve got to find it.”
“Landing pod?” Bonnie asked, puzzled.
“Commissioner Dawkins knows where it is,” Glendir said.
“But we have to get you out,” Kellin said.
“No. You’ve got to find the pod and get back to the ship. You have to restart the Lywis drive.”
“I’m not leaving you here.”
“Kellin, listen to me. You were right about this place, about the legend. They have the technology. They can save us, but only if you finish the mission. That’s the only thing that matters now. You have to bring back the cure. You can’t do that if the reactor is cold.”
Kellin stood in front of the holocon wall, hands in his pockets. Bonnie stood alongside him, eying Glendir curiously. Bonnie had no idea what the old man was talking about—the mission, the ship, the reactor—but she remembered the man saying some­thing to Dawkins last night about a landing pod.
“We’re not leaving you here,” Kellin said. “You’ve got people waiting for you back home.”
Glendir shook his head. “Find the pod, Kellin.” He was adamant. “Dawkins has it. Find it, and get out of here.”
A blue light blinked on Bonnie’s console. A worried look crossed her face. “We’ve got to go,” she said, staring at the holocon controls.
“Why? What’s the matter?” Kellin asked.
“Someone’s on their way up.”
“What about Glendir?”
“No time. We’ve got to go, now.”
Footsteps pounded in the hall. 

Chapter 36
 
BONNIE PUNCHED the console and Glendir’s cell disappeared. Kellin ran to Peter’s chair and helped him to his feet. Bonnie grabbed her purse, and the three of them started for the door.
“Wait!” Bonnie yelled. The footsteps were too loud. They’d never make it. Frantically scanning the lab, she glanced at the holocon and got an idea. It was an old trick, but it was their only chance and it just might work.
“The holocon!” she cried. She ran to the console and slammed the control panel. The false wall faded away, the blue room appearing behind it. “In there!” she yelled, pointing to the blue room. “Hurry!”
Kellin dragged Peter across the lab. They fell into the blue room just as Bonnie hit the controls, and the wall reappeared half a second before Marjorie Gould burst through the door.
Marjorie scanned the lab. “You’re alone?” she asked suspiciously.
“Hello, Marjorie,” Bonnie said, trying to slow her breathing.
“What’re you doing here this late?”
“Working. If you don’t mind.” Bonnie edged toward her workbench and set her purse down.
“On what?”
Bonnie sat in her chair. “Don’t you ever go home?”
Marjorie scowled. “You came into the building with someone. Who was it?”
“I came here by myself.”
“No, the guard at the desk saw you. It was Trevor, wasn’t it?”
“None of your business.”
“Fine. Don’t tell me. I’ll call the commissioner and you can tell her yourself what you’re doing here.”
Marjorie stormed over to the holocon controls. Bonnie stiffened.
“Don’t be stupid,” she said. “The commissioner doesn’t care what I’m doing on a Saturday night.”
“What’s the matter? Got something to hide?”
Bonnie stood on unsteady knees. “It’s late. You’ll wake her up.”
Marjorie began playing with the console. Bonnie crowded alongside. The wall flickered in front of them, and Bonnie quickly shoved Marjorie out of the way.
“Anyway,” Bonnie said, “the holocon’s broken. Use your projector.”
Marjorie pushed back, inspecting the control panel. “Looks okay to me,” she said, punching more buttons.
Bonnie grabbed Marjorie by the shoulders and spun her around an instant before the holocon wall disappeared. Behind Marjorie, Kellin and Peter sat on the floor of the blue room, staring out at the lab in surprise.
“All right, look,” Bonnie said, using both hands to keep Marjorie facing away from the holocon, “I’ll tell you what’s going on.”
Marjorie yanked herself free. She backed out of reach and folded her arms. “Go ahead.”
Bonnie slumped back into her chair, draping her left arm casually across the holocon console. “I screwed up the gamma specs. I messed up the base­line and I have to fix it before Monday or Dawkins’ll kill me.”
Marjorie regarded her dubiously. “You’re not here to meet Trevor?”
“Of course not,” Bonnie said. “Don’t tell the commissioner, okay? Please?”
“I’m not going to lie to her.”
“You won’t have to. I’ll fix it tonight, I swear. She won’t even know about it.”
Marjorie tapped her foot, debating. Bonnie watched her eyes, and when she thought Marjorie wasn’t looking she surreptitiously pressed a button on the console. The blue room faded away.
“And just so you know,” Bonnie added, “Trevor doesn’t even like me. He’s just trying to make you jealous.”
Marjorie’s eyes flashed briefly, but she maintained a scowl. She paused a moment, then said, “All right. But I’m not covering for you. I could get in trouble, too, you know. If the commissioner finds out, I’m telling her it’s all your fault.”
“Thanks, Marjorie. I won’t let you down.”
Marjorie dropped her arms to her side, spun around, and stormed out the door. Bonnie heaved a long sigh. Swinging her chair back to the console, she pressed several buttons and the wall hiding the blue room dissolved. Kellin jumped up and dusted himself off, then reached for Peter’s hand. With Kellin’s help, Peter climbed to his feet and managed to stand on his own.
Bonnie ran to the door and peered into the hall­way. Empty, as far as she could see. She pulled her head in and closed the door, then turned to Kellin. “All clear,” she said. “You two get going.”
“Aren’t you coming with us?” Peter asked.
Bonnie shook her head. “Marjorie will be sus­picious if I leave now. Besides, there’s something I want to check on while I’m here. Go wait in my car. I’ll meet you there in fifteen minutes.”
 
Kellin escorted Peter through the halls of the admin­istration building like a prisoner, and for his part Peter dangled his arms at his side as if he’d been stunned. They passed a few guards along the way, but no one thought to question them until they ran into Trevor just before the lobby. The baby-faced guard narrowed his eyes and held out his hand, palm forward.
“Just a second,” he said to Kellin. “Aren’t you the officer from New York?”
Kellin nodded.
“Who’s this?” he asked, pointing to Peter. “I thought you were leaving?”
“I was. I guess there was a little mix-up. I was sent here to pick up this lagger, and when I arrived I checked with the security office and they told me the guy wasn’t here. But then on my way out the guard at the front desk stopped me and said they did have him, but he was in the biology lab and the records hadn’t been updated or something. So they sent me over to the lab to collect him.”
Kellin smiled, hoping he hadn’t offered too much information. People who made up stories always talked too much.
“Isn’t this the lagger from building seven?”
“I’m not sure where they were keeping him. I found him in the lab. One of your biologists was running some tests on him.”
Trevor frowned. “I’d better check this out,” he said. “I’d hate for you to get the wrong guy.” Grab­bing a projector from his belt, he began punching in numbers.
Kellin and Peter exchanged a nervous glance. Trevor grimaced at his projector, and Kellin started to sweat.
Trevor shook his head. “I don’t see any—”
“Trevor!”
It was a woman’s voice, from down the hall.
Trevor looked up from his projector and saw Bonnie hurrying his way, smiling.
“There you are,” Bonnie said. She reached out and grabbed his arm. “I need your help in the lab. Do you have a minute?”
Kellin smiled at Trevor and gave him a go-for-it nod. Trevor buckled under the pressure. He flipped his projector shut and followed Bonnie down the hall. Kellin and Peter watched them leave, then turned and hurried toward the lobby. 

Chapter 37
 
TREVOR SHUFFLED into the lab behind Bonnie and watched her take a seat at a workbench. He stood nervously a few meters away and tried to figure out where to put his hands.
“What do you need?” he asked timidly.
“Have a seat,” Bonnie said sweetly.
Trevor hesitated, wondering how much trouble he was getting himself into. “I have to get back to my rounds,” he said. “I’ve only got a minute.”
“I just have a couple of questions,” Bonnie said. “I need to know if you were on duty here last night.”
“Yes, ma’am, I was.”
“Was anything unusual going on? Any special patrols?”
He thought about that for a minute. There was a lot of activity last night. They brought in all those extra guards. He never did find out what all the fuss was about, but talk around the precinct was that a squad of PC officers had been sent to New York to recover a downed communications satellite. But he also heard they were sent to New York to set up a lagger trap. He wasn’t sure either story made sense. He’d only seen two laggers come through the precinct in the past couple of days, and that hardly justified sending a whole squad of officers to New York.
“I heard a rumor,” he said, “but I’m not sure I’d put much stock in it.”
“What kind of rumor?”
“A couple of officers were talking earlier, about some laggers they found in the woods. But these guys are always making stuff up, bragging about how many laggers they’ve caught.”
“These officers, did they find anything else?”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know. Like a vehicle or something.”
He wondered if she was talking about the satellite. He didn’t know anything about it.
“I’m not sure,” he said. “But I could ask around.”
“That would be great. If they found something, I’d really like to take a look at it. Maybe get some DNA traces.”
Trevor smiled weakly. “I’ll see what I can find out,” he said. “Is that all?”
Bonnie smiled and nodded. “That’s all. You can go.”
Trevor turned and hurried out the door, a man on a mission.
 
Kellin ushered Peter into the lobby and immediately knew he was in trouble. The guard at the desk was standing by the door, conferring with two PC officers, and all three looked up when Kellin and Peter appeared.
Kellin had earlier explained to the guard that he was here to talk to a prisoner, and the guard had put up an angry protest until Kellin threatened him with violence. The guard had relented, but he wasn’t happy about it, and now he had a pair of officers to back him up. Kellin figured his uni­form would be enough to get himself safely outside, but Peter was another matter. He took a deep breath and grabbed Peter’s arm, marshaling him roughly toward the door.
“Just a minute,” said one of the officers, blocking Kellin’s exit. “Who are you?”
“Rhonden,” Kellin said. “New York precinct.”
“Where are you going with this man?”
“New York. He’s got information on a camp.”
“No, I’d have heard. No one’s scheduled to go out tonight.”
“It’s a rush job. I just found out about it myself. Orders came straight from Commissioner Dufour.”
The officer frowned. “I’ll have to check it out.” He pulled up a pro­jector and tapped the screen. The second officer sized up Kellin and Peter with a scowl. The desk clerk sneered at Kellin and folded his arms in defiance.
“Could you hurry it up?” Kellin said. “I’m already late. Train’s leaving in a few—” he glanced at the officer’s name tag, WILLIS, embroidered over the vest pocket.
“Wait a minute,” he said, feigning recog­nition. “Willis? Marty Willis?” The officer looked up from his projector and studied Kellin’s face. “It’s me!” Kellin said with a bright smile. “Kellin Rhonden! From the academy!”
“Do I know you?” Willis asked, puzzled.
“Marty, come on! We graduated together. Re­member? You, me, your girlfriend. What was her name? Susan? She was hot. Whatever happened to her?”
“We got married,” Willis replied slowly. He was totally baffled. He furrowed his brow and tried to recall his academy days. He couldn’t remember if he actually knew his wife back then.
“Married?” Kellin said. “That’s great, man. Hey, did you ever go after that law degree?”
“I passed the bar last month. But I don’t—”
“Listen, Marty, I really gotta run. I’ll be back with this guy tomorrow. We’ll get together, okay?”
“Kellin Rhonden?”
“I knew you’d remember. Great to see you again, buddy.”
Whether or not Willis actually remembered any­thing, or thought he did, he was sufficiently confused to let his guard down long enough for Kellin to slap him on the shoulder and slip past him with a firm grip on Peter. They reached the door quickly and Kellin ushered Peter out of the building. As soon as they were clear of the door, Kellin and Peter broke into a sprint for the parking lot.
Peter looked as mystified as Willis. “You know that guy?” he said.
Kellin shook his head. “Bonnie got me some information about the PC. Part of it was personnel records. I read his biography and made a few—”
“Never mind,” Peter said, throwing up his hands. “I don’t want to know.”
They took a shortcut through the bushes and picked up the pace. Trees and shrubs shielded them from the rest of the compound, but a helpful hover light followed overhead, tracing their route. Peter led the way quickly down a narrow path, with Kellin following a few steps behind. When a guard patrolling the grounds approached from the opposite direction, Kellin appeared to be chasing Peter, and Peter appeared to be getting away. The guard raised his stun tube and fired.
It wasn’t a direct hit, but Peter’s legs crumpled on the run and he went flying into the bushes. The guard smiled, pleased with himself. If stun tubes smoked, he would have raised the tube to his lips and blown the smoke away.
Kellin gaped at the guard, astonished. “What are you doing?” he cried. “That’s my prisoner!”
The security guard, feeling a little underappre­ciated, said, “He was getting away.”
“You didn’t have to shoot him.”
The guard shrugged. “I’ll help you carry him if you want. Where’re you taking him?” The guard made a move to holster his stun tube, but Kellin grabbed it out of his hand.
“None of your business,” he said, blasting the man in the chest.
Kellin winced as the guard fell. He heard Peter groaning in the bushes and went to fetch him. “Can you walk?” he asked. Peter tried to pull him­self up using a bush for leverage, but only managed to tumble forward on his face. “Guess not.” Kellin hoisted him over his shoulder and double-timed it to the parking lot.
He found Bonnie’s car and popped open the canopy, then dumped Peter into the passenger seat. He dropped the guard’s stun tube on the floor, then climbed into the driver’s seat and closed the roof. Peter wiggled his toes and tried to get comfortable. Kellin leaned back in the driver’s seat, took a deep breath, and started examining maps to the compound in his head. 

Chapter 38
 
BONNIE PORED OVER her reader screen in the biology lab, typing in every search keyword she could think of, trying to dig up information on whatever it was Dawkins had stolen from Kellin and Glendir. She knew it couldn’t be a spaceship, and yet—she didn’t know what to think.
Her inquiries returned nothing. If a squad of offi­cers had been sent to New York last night to recover something, nobody entered a word of it in the logs. If they’d found anything as big as a spaceship, they would’ve needed a truck to haul it, and she couldn’t find a single PC truck manifest from yesterday either.
But there were a lot of logs. She needed more time, and that’s exactly what she didn’t have right now. She had to get back to the car.
She decided to dump all of the logs onto a memory card. That would only take a minute. They could stop at the Littleton safe house on their way to camp, and she could take her time looking through the logs there. She slipped a blue memory card into the reader slot and tapped the screen.
As she waited for the download to finish, the door to the lab cracked open a few centimeters. Trevor poked his head inside and scanned the room nervously. Bonnie looked up from her reader and smiled.
“Come on in,” she said. “There’s no one here but you and me.”
Trevor shuffled in only far enough to let the door close behind him. He studied his boots for a moment, then looked up anxiously.
“It’s a satellite,” he stammered.
“What?”
“In the woods,” he said. “They found a satellite,” then lowering his voice, “It’s top secret, though. You can’t tell anyone.”
Bonnie nodded. “It’s okay,” she said. “But I’d like to get a look at it, maybe get some samples. It could really help my research.”
“I don’t think you can.”
“Why not?”
“Officially, it doesn’t exist.” Trevor moved in closer, away from the door. He scanned the room again, just to be sure they were alone. “But I know where it is.”
Bonnie patted the chair next to her. “Have a seat.”
Trevor balked, then sat down stiffly. Bonnie swung her feet around to face him. Their knees were almost touching.
“Building one.” he blurted out. “But you can’t tell anyone I told you.”
“I won’t,” Bonnie said. She reached a hand out to his knee. “And I won’t forget this, either.”
Trevor smiled, but only for an instant. The door burst open and Marjorie stormed into the lab.
Trevor jumped to his feet. “Marjorie!” he yelled in surprise.
Marjorie’s eyes darted back and forth between Bonnie and Trevor.
“What’s going on here?” she said.
Trevor couldn’t speak. Bonnie stood up in his defense.
“It’s not what you think,” she said. Not very original, but Marjorie ignored her anyway. She glared instead at Trevor.
“Aren’t you supposed be on patrol or some­thing?”
Trevor pointed straight at Bonnie. “She had some questions.”
Marjorie sneered. “I wonder what the commis­sioner would think about this? You’re already in a lot of trouble, you know, for leaving that cellblock open.”
Trevor’s eyes narrowed. His fear dissipated, replaced by a sudden anger. “How’d you know about that?” he asked sus­piciously.
Marjorie hesitated briefly, then shrugged. “Every­one knows about it.”
“No they don’t. No one knows about it. Because it isn’t true. Jake Kessler wrote down the codes. No one left that building unlocked.” He took a step toward Marjorie. “But someone lied to the commis­sioner and said I did it.”
Marjorie folded her arms. “Don’t look at me.”
“Who else, Marjorie?”
“Maybe you don’t have as many friends around here as you think.” 
“But you’re the only one who could’ve talked to the commissioner.”
Marjorie bit her lip. She had nothing for that.
Trevor shook his head in disgust. “Why’d you do it?” he said. “What did I ever do to you?”
“Are you kidding? The blue room?”
“That was your fault. You started it.”
“You didn’t try and stop me, though, did you?”
“What was I supposed to do? Walk away?”
“What does that mean?” Marjorie was screaming now. “You think it was all my idea? You think you were doing me a favor? You sure didn’t complain about it at the time. You wanted it!”
Trevor fumed. “Sorry,” he said. “It won’t happen again.”
He stalked past Marjorie to the door, then turned back and added, “I don’t want to lose my job, Marjorie, but I’m not going to be your slave, either. Just leave me alone, all right?”
On that he opened the door and stormed out of the lab.
Marjorie spun around, directing her anger now at Bonnie. “Is this some kind of game to you?”
“What did I do?”
“You find out who I like, then go after him?”
“I told you, Marjorie, there’s nothing going on between me and Trevor.”
“You expect me to believe that? You lied about the gamma specs. You lied to the commissioner.”
The blue card clicked out of the reader slot. Bonnie yanked it out and dropped it in her purse.
“I don’t have to listen to this,” she said. “I’m leaving.” She stood quickly and grabbed her coat, then marched out of the lab without a glance back at Marjorie.
Marjorie ran out of the door and screamed down the hall. “I’m telling the commissioner about the gamma specs!”
Bonnie hurried away, around the corner, down the corridors, and through the lobby. Smiling tersely at the desk clerk, she opened the door and stepped out into the chilly night air. She threw on her coat and buttoned it, then slung her purse over her shoulder and surveyed the compound.
The precinct was quiet, no guards or officers anywhere. That was a good sign. It meant Kellin and Peter had made it safely back to her car.
Halfway between the administration building and the parking lot, she noticed the top of building one poking up over a small rise a hundred meters away. Tiny windows along the side of the building reflected the light of the rising moon, shining like jewels. Bonnie had seen building one many times in the daylight and never paid any attention to it. But the structure looked different at night.
She slowed to a stop. Could they really have some kind of spaceship in there? she wondered. Right here in the precinct? Peter and Kellin were safe in the car. It wouldn’t hurt to take five minutes to see if she could get a peek inside the building. She jogged away from the path to the parking lot and headed toward the hill, and didn’t notice Marjorie following in the shadows. 

Chapter 39
 
THE ROLL-UP DOOR to Building one was ten meters high and nearly as wide. It was impossible to raise by hand. Bonnie stood in front of the steel door with her hands on her hips and considered her options. She walked completely around the outside of the building to look for another entry, but found nothing. She thought she might be able to peek into the building through one of the high windows by scaling a nearby fir tree, so she set her purse on the ground, and in heavy coat and boots she hoisted herself onto a low branch and started to climb.
She was halfway up the tree when a guard stopped on the path below.
“Excuse me,” said the guard politely, gazing up at the dark figure hanging from the branches.
“Oh, good,” Bonnie said, lowering herself to the ground. “There you are.”
She brushed herself off with both hands, picked up her purse, and smiled sheepishly at the guard.
“Can you let me in?”
The guard, a stocky man with a sour face, asked for ID. Bonnie quickly produced her WPCA card.
“I was in the building earlier and I think I left my projector inside,” she said. “But the door’s closed, now.”
The guard inspected her ID. “No one’s allowed in this building.”
“It’s okay. I know about the satellite. I was running some tests on it earlier today.”
“Satellite?”
Bonnie feigned surprise, covering her mouth.
“Oh, no! I wasn’t supposed to say anything. You won’t tell anyone, will you?”
The guard peered at her through narrowed eyes.
“This building’s empty.”
“No, it’s—are you sure?”
The guard nodded. “Something was here earlier, but they hauled it out this afternoon. Nothing in there now but a couple of old trucks. Sure you got the right building?”
Bonnie shoved her hands in her coat pockets. “If I could just take a look.”
The guard handed Bonnie her ID card. “You’ll have to come back tomorrow. Sorry.”
She flashed a curt smile, shoved her ID in her purse, then spun around and sauntered back toward the parking lot.
Bonnie counted half a dozen vehicles in the administration building parking lot. At night, the precinct staff comprised mainly security guards, and most of them used cheaper and more convenient public transpor­tation. Because the empty lot didn’t afford much cover, Bonnie took a circuitous route to her car, staying close to the perimeter and out of the moonlight.
When she reached her car, she scanned the grounds to make sure the coast was clear, then took a deep breath and popped the canopy.
She gasped. The car was empty.
She cursed softly and leaned against the open canopy, staring blankly into the car.
She knew something like this was going to happen. What a stupid plan. She never should’ve let Kellin talk her into it. But what had gone wrong? How did they get caught? And why hadn’t she heard anything? The compound should be rampant with activity—lights, alarms, shouting, confusion, guards running around, officers streaming through the lobby—but the precinct was dead.
And also, she wondered as she stared into the open cockpit, if Kellin and Peter had never made it to her car, what was a stun tube doing lying on the floor?
Bonnie reached into the car and picked it up. She turned it over in her hand. This wasn’t Kellin’s mock-up tube. This one was real. The tube was too long to fit in her purse, so she slipped it into an inside coat pocket, then lowered the car’s roof and marched angrily back toward the compound.
Only one place the boys could be.
She followed the side road to the transfer lot, keeping well off the roadway, and cut through the heavily-wooded section of the precinct, emerging from the trees directly in front of building D.
Bonnie stood at the entrance to the building, surveying the grounds. High-security areas weren’t patrolled more or less frequently than any other sec­tion of the compound, but she still expected guards to wander through any minute.
So when Kellin and Peter came tromping out of the bushes on the east side of the building with mud on their shoes and dirt on their faces, she didn’t waste any time scolding them. She whipped out the stun tube and motioned them back along the path to the woods.
When they reached an area of relative safety, she returned the stun tube to her coat pocket and whispered harshly to Kellin.
“I told you to stay in the car.”
“I thought we could find a way into the building.”
“Well, you thought wrong. You could’ve—”
Voices in the trees stopped her cold. She shoved Kellin and Peter off the path and the three of them hid behind a row of bushes.
Two guards approached. They were talking casually, comparing notes on female precinct em­ployees.
“What about Dawkins?” one guard was saying. “She’s hot.”
“I don’t know,” said the second guard. “She’s kind of big. I’d worry she might’ve been a guy once.”
The first guard chuckled. “Get real.”
“Seriously. You seen her hands? They’re huge.”
The first guard smiled. “I'll have to take a better—”
He stopped short, frowning. He scanned the trees.
“What’s the matter?” the second guard asked.
“I don’t know,” said the first. “Maybe it’s all this talk, but I’d swear I smelled perfume.”
In the bushes, Kellin and Peter shot accusing glares at Bonnie.
“You’re dreaming,” said the second guard. “Let’s go.”
The first guard shrugged and followed his partner down the path.
Bonnie, Peter, and Kellin hurried through the woods, making it back to the car without any more delays. Bonnie popped the roof and everyone clam­bered in. She fired up the turbine, and as soon as the canopy dropped she spun the car toward the exit and floored it.
They all breathed a sigh of relief when they cleared the main gates, and no one noticed a second car leaving the precinct moments later. 

Chapter 40
 
ON THE DRIVE to Littleton, Bonnie continued to berate Kellin for his indiscretion at the precinct. She should have been thrilled by Peter’s release, the first ever escape of a lagger from WPCA custody, but she was exhausted and every nerve in her body was shot. Kellin’s stubborn carelessness wasn’t helping her mood.
“I don’t see your problem,” Kellin said with his arms folded. “You got what you wanted. Peter’s out.”
“That’s not the point. You don’t know these people like I do. They’re dangerous. You have do exactly what I tell you, understand?”
“What I understand is, Glendir is still locked up and our landing pod is missing. And you don’t seem to be the least bit interested in helping us.”
“And I didn’t have to go back to the lab and look for your friend, either. I could’ve taken Peter and left you at the precinct.”
“You wouldn’t have gotten past the desk clerk.”
Bonnie fumed. Kellin glared. Peter avoided the controversy by pre­tending to be asleep in the back seat. Bonnie took several deep breaths to try to calm down, but it didn’t help. What she needed was a good, long rest, but that wasn’t possible until Peter was safe at camp.
Bonnie had no idea what Commissioner Dawk­ins’ response would be to a lagger escape, but it wouldn’t be good. The commissioner would want answers, and she’d probably start with the old man, Glendir. That could be a problem. The man didn’t know much, but he’d been to the safe house, and they could make him talk. It’s unlikely he’d remember exactly where the safe house was, but she didn’t know what else Peter might’ve told him while they were locked up together.
Dawkins probably wouldn’t waste her time looking for Peter. She’d put out a BOLO for DNA traces or thumbprint scans, and that’s about it. If anything turned up, they’d funnel it through the lab and Bonnie would learn about it right away. And in any case, Peter would be safe at camp. They couldn’t touch him. So there wasn’t anything to worry about.
Except for the old man. Bonnie’s thoughts kept coming back to Glendir. The PC could make him talk, and they might be very interested in what he had to say. He was the weak link. Bonnie wasn’t even sure whose side he was on. Maybe he’d be sympathetic to the lagger cause, and maybe he couldn’t care one way or the other. Either way, as long as he was in custody, he was a risk. Bonnie began to wonder if she should have tried to help Kellin get him out of building D.
 
When they reached Littleton, Bonnie stopped the car three blocks short the safe house. She released the canopy to let Kellin and Peter out, then drove until she was three blocks past the house. She parked the car and climbed out, then walked alone under the dim streetlights in her heavy coat, collar up and head down.
Ahead of her, a green car floated slowly up the street. The car was running on flywheel only, a common courtesy in quiet neighborhoods. Bonnie ignored the headlights. When the car passed she was tempted to turn around and look, but decided it might seem suspicious. So she didn’t see the vehicle pull over to the curb, turn around, and coast to a stop directly behind her car.
Kellin and Peter were in the living room when Bonnie crawled through the opening in the wall. She ushered them into the basement, where Peter commandeered the sofa, Bonnie took over the reader console, and Kellin found a seat on the floor.
Bonnie dug through her purse for the blue memory card and dropped it into the reader slot, then turned on the machine and scrolled through the menus. Kellin folded his arms and stared at the blank TV screen. Peter broke the silence.
“We need to leave pretty quick,” he said.
“Where’re we going?” Kellin asked. 
“Camp,” Peter said. “Best to go at night.”
“We can go tomorrow,” Bonnie said, without looking up from her reader.
Peter raised his head from the sofa. “Why can’t we go now?”
“I’m looking for something.”
“Do it later. I don’t want to hang around here all night.”
“It won’t take all night. Just give me a minute, all right?”
Peter frowned, said nothing for a moment, then asked, “What’re you looking for?”
Bonnie raised her eyes from her screen and gazed absently at Peter.
“You remember what the old man said? Back in the lab?”
“You mean Glen?”
“He told Kellin to find the landing pod.”
“So? The guy’s a freak.”
“He said Commissioner Dawkins has it.”
“I was there, Bonnie, remember? Me and Glen, in the woods. There wasn’t any spaceship. No landing pod. Just a whole bunch of white vans.”
Kellin looked up at Peter. “No,” he said. “There must’ve been some­thing. Some sign of the landing. The grass would’ve been burned, at least.”
“The grass?”
Peter remembered Glendir kneeling in a large black circle, forty meters across, in the middle of the clearing.
“The pod isn’t that big,” Kellin said. “Five meters wide. You might’ve missed it.”
“I don’t think so,” Peter said, but he wasn’t so sure anymore.
Bonnie scrolled through her reader screen, study­ing troop movements and truck manifests.
“Here’s what I’ve got so far,” she said. “Last Thursday three dozen officers were sent to Kingston, New York, to recover a downed com­munications satellite. That’s a little strange, because it isn’t really a job for the PC. But supposing they found it—the satellite or what­ever it was—it wouldn’t have fit in a van, not if it’s five meters wide. So they’d have to take it on a truck. Only I checked all the truck manifests, and didn’t find anything for either Thursday or Friday.”
“If they had it, where would they take it?” Kellin asked.
“The precinct,” Bonnie replied. “Building one, from what I heard.”
Kellin climbed to his feet. “Then I have to go back.”
“Except I don’t think it’s still there. I talked to one of the guards. He said a truck took something out of there this afternoon.”
“Did he say where it was going?”
Bonnie shook her head.
“Who else would know where it is?” Kellin asked.
“The truck driver,” Peter offered from the sofa.
“Big help,” Bonnie said with a scowl.
Kellin stepped around the reader and peered at the screen over Bonnie’s shoulder. “These manifests,” he said. “Can they tell you where a truck is now?”
“Maybe, but we don’t know which truck has the satellite.”
“What about truck number 47115285?”
“Huh?”
“I think that’s the truck with our landing pod.”
Bonnie stared at Kellin, puzzled. “How do you know the number?”
“We saw the truck right after we landed. WPCA 47115285. Can you find out where it is now?”
“But how could you possibly—”
“Don’t ask,” Peter said, raising a hand from the sofa. “Guy’s a freak. Both of them are.”
Bonnie, still skeptical, turned back to the reader and scrolled through the menus. She found the vehicle manifests and scanned the page. Suddenly her eyes lit up.
“Wow!”
“What?”
“That number. It’s in the logs.”
“Told you,” Peter said. “Freak.”
“Where is it?” Kellin asked.
“Rhode Island,” Bonnie said. “Or at least it was a few hours ago when I copied the logs.”
“Is that far?” 

Chapter 41
 
BONNIE, KELLIN, AND PETER slipped out of the house and walked to the car together. They took a circuitous route and passed no one along the way. The car was exactly where Bonnie had left it, with no cars parked in front or behind. They climbed aboard and rode out of town with no one on their tail.
They found the truck parked outside a motor lodge, just off the high­way, a few kilometers north of Pawtucket. A weathered neon sign in front of the lodge was either broken or turned off. The only light in the area came from the greasy windows of a small café nestled alongside the lodge.
Bonnie pulled up behind the truck, illuminating the vehicle with her car’s headlights. Kellin recog­nized the truck right away. The bed was empty, but he could make out the truck number on the back of the cab clearly—WPCA 47115285. Bonnie turned off the lights and popped the canopy. All three climbed out. Kellin crept along the left side of the truck toward the cab.
“Where’re you going?” Bonnie asked in a loud whisper.
“The driver must have dropped the pod off somewhere. We need to find out where he’s been.”
“How are you going to do that?”
“Maybe he left a map.”
“We don’t use maps.”
Kellin stopped and gazed up at the truck. “The driver could tell us where he’s been. Where do you think he is?”
“Probably sleeping,” Bonnie whispered, then pointed to the lodge. “Over there.”
Kellin nodded. “Our vehicles have loud warning bells,” he said, refer­ring to Centauri traffic. “Would this truck have something like that?”
“You mean like a horn? Forget it. You’ll wake up the whole neighbor­hood.”
“What else can we—?”
“Hey!”
The voice was deep and loud and it struck like thunder. It came from a man exiting the café.
“What are you doing with my truck?” he bel­lowed. The man was frighteningly large. He stomped across the lot between the motor lodge and the high­way, looming over Kellin and Bonnie. Peter ducked behind Bonnie’s car, out of sight.
“What do you want?” the trucker said. He scowled at Kellin’s PC gear. The WPCA, for all its authority over the lagger population, did not enforce traffic laws.
Bonnie had her ID card ready and held it out like a shield.
“We’re looking for the satellite,” she said defen­sively.
“Satellite?” The truck driver inspected the ID. “I’m a truck driver. What do I need with a satellite?”
“We thought you were carrying it. On the truck.”
The driver shook his head. “Truck was LTL when I picked it up. I’m just hauling it back to Boston.”
“Where did you pick it up?” Kellin asked.
The driver looked Kellin up and down with a sneer. “How come you didn’t ask me for my license?” he said. “Let me see your ID.”
“I’m not interested in your license,” Kellin replied firmly. “I only need to know where this truck has been.”
The driver folded his arms across his chest. “I’m not sure I ought to tell you. I’ll have to call dispatch. You wait here.”
Kellin unholstered his toy stun tube. “I wouldn’t do that,” he said.
Bonnie rolled her eyes and backed away.
The truck driver glared at the tube, astonished. “What the hell is that?” he snorted. Then he got a better look at the thing. “Is that even metal?” He lunged for the tube and wrestled it away from Kellin, holding it up like a club. “What the—?”
An amber flash cut him off at the knees. He sagged to the ground.
The blast came from Bonnie’s direction, but her hands were already back in her coat pockets when Kellin looked over at her. Bonnie stared down at the limp body.
“Now what?” she said innocently.
Peter jumped up from behind the car and came running over. “Find his keys,” he said. Kneeling alongside the massive hulk, he patted the man’s jacket and slipped a small blue card out of one of the pockets. He held it up at eye level. “We can download the navs!”
Peter ran to the cab, opened the door, and hopped inside. He yanked wires out from under the dash while Kellin stood watch by the door and Bonnie stood over the driver. She found a blanket in her car and covered him up so he wouldn’t freeze. From time to time the body would stir, and she’d urge Peter to hurry. Finally, Peter climbed out of the cab and held up the blue card.
“Got it!”
 
Peter plugged the card into Bonnie’s nav, and the new fix led them to a warehouse outside of Newport, an old steel and concrete structure sandwiched between the highway on one side and Narragansett Bay on the other. A road off the highway led to a large parking lot with a loading dock that ran the entire length of the hundred-meter long building.
No lights were on in the warehouse or anywhere in the lot, but the front of the building was bathed in moonlight. Rough gray walls, fifteen meters high, faded to a damp green at the base. Dull windows circled the top of the building just below a corrugated metal roof. The warehouse looked neglected and run down and not very secure, with no fences or barriers, and not a guard in sight.
Bonnie drove around to the back of the building and parked in a dark alley between the warehouse and the bay. Kellin peered out through the canopy at the dilapidated structure. “This can’t be right,” he said.
“The truck was here,” Peter said. “Navs don’t lie.”
“Shouldn’t there be guards?” Bonnie asked.
“Maybe they’re inside.”
Bonnie raised the canopy. The moon was low in the sky and hidden by the building. It was too dark in the alley to see much from the car.
Kellin hopped out. “You two wait here,” he said, then crept along the outer wall until he found a door. He pushed on it, but the door was locked. He pressed his ear to the door and couldn’t hear anything inside, so he waved an all clear signal to the car, and Peter and Bonnie scrambled out to join him.
Peter tried the door latch but it wouldn’t budge. He leaned a shoulder hard into the metal door and only succeeded in bruising his shoulder. Kellin thought that was a good idea and tried it himself, with a running start. The door fell inward with a horrendous crash.
The dust settled and Kellin stepped through the open doorway. Inside, windows near the roof were caked with grime, but transparent enough to allow moonlight to filter through. Kellin could see dimly across the ware­house to a row of wide roll-up doors twenty meters away. Either end of the building was invisible in the dark. The warehouse was empty but far from clean, with boxes, metal cans, scraps of wood, plastic bottles, paper, and other debris scattered across the floor. Kellin wandered inside, kicking rubbish out of the way as he went. Peter and Bonnie followed in his wake.
“No guards,” Bonnie said nervously, her voice echoing dully in the cavernous building.
“No kidding,” Peter said. “Nothing here to guard. Place has gotta be a million years old.”
“I don’t see anything,” Bonnie said. “I think we should leave.”
“I think we should look around,” Peter said.
“It’s too dark.”
“It’s light enough to see a spaceship,” Peter argued. “If it’s here.”
Bonnie took a deep breath. She knew Peter wouldn’t leave until they’d taken at least one tour of the warehouse, so they set off to explore the building as a group. Visibility didn’t improve as they wandered from the entrance, but if they walked down the center of the building they could see the walls on either side. Peter was right, spotting a spaceship would be easy.
But the lack of guards was making Bonnie nervous. It could mean only one of two things. Either the spaceship wasn't here, or this was a setup. A trap. The PC wouldn’t leave a spaceship out here in the open, unguarded.
The south end of the building terminated in a blank wall, so they turned around and headed north. At the other end they found a row of eight offices. They ran quickly from room to room, but each office was dark and deserted, and none appeared large enough to contain the landing pod. They stood together outside the last office in a puddle of moon­light and took a final look around.
“Dead end,” Kellin said.
Peter wasn’t satisfied. “Who would keep a space­ship here?” he won­dered aloud. “Who would keep anything here?”
“No one,” Bonnie said. “That’s why it’s empty.”
“But the truck stopped here. The driver had this exact location in his nav.”
“Maybe it was a mistake. Or maybe you down­loaded it wrong.” Even in the dim moonlight, Bonnie could see Peter sneering at the remark.
“Maybe the truck was carrying something else,” Peter offered. “Maybe it’s in one of these rooms.” He gestured to the nearest office.
Kellin poked his head into the room. “But you can’t really see any­thing,” he said. “It’s too dark.”
Bonnie shoved her hands in her coat pockets and stared at the floor, then suddenly her eyes lit up.
“Stand back,” she said.
Kellin pulled his head out of the office just as an amber flash filled the room. The glow lingered for a few seconds, long enough for Bonnie to spot an empty desk and two chairs. “Nothing in this one,” she announced casually to her startled companions.
Kellin and Peter followed her to the next office where she did the same thing with the same result—empty desk and two chairs. The third and fourth offices were no different, but the light was dimmer each time as the stun tube began to lose power. The glow in the fifth office was barely bright enough to see a desk littered with several odd items, including plastic boxes, a couple of metal canisters, and a pair of glossy blue gloves.
Kellin recognized the gear immediately.
“It was here!” he cried. “The pod was here!” He ran into the room and fumbled with the objects on the desk. “Help me carry these outside.”
They made several trips to be sure they got everything, and piled the objects on the moonlit floor. Kellin knelt on the ground and quickly took inventory, poking through the various items.
“They’re not here,” he said, disappointed.
“What’s not here?” Bonnie asked, joining Kellin on her knees.
“The samples. They must still be in the pod.”
Peter shook his head doubtfully. “Why would they leave all this junk here, and not the spaceship?”
Kellin surveyed the gear. “None of this is very useful,” he said. “Com­municators, recorders, spare gloves, a computer, a few power cells.” He picked up a long, tubular canister. Opening one end, he pulled out a clear plastic sphere the size of a grapefruit.
“We could use this.” He tapped the sphere twice and it began to glow, not bright, but enough to illuminate their immediate surroundings, and enough for Kellin to spot a tiny emergency beacon in the jumble of equipment. He picked it up and inspected it at eye level. It was no bigger than a pen. 
“What’s that?” Peter asked.
“It’s an emergency beacon,” Kellin explained. “It sends a signal back to the Kumar and sets an alarm on the landing pod.”
“Could we use it to find your spaceship?”
Kellin shook his head, idly squeezing a button at the end of the device. “I don’t think so. It’s really for—”
A faint beeping echoed through the warehouse. Kellin’s eyes widened in surprise.
“What’s that?” Bonnie whispered.
“The alarm,” Kellin whispered back.
“What alarm?” Bonnie said, frightened.
“The alarm on the landing pod.”
Bonnie stared at Kellin. “But it’s not here,” she said. “We looked everywhere.”
Kellin and Bonnie stood up. The beeping sound was coming from the south end of the warehouse. Kellin crept in that direction, holding out the crystal sphere to light the way.
“Come on,” he said, and Bonnie and Peter followed close behind. 

Chapter 42
 
THE TRUCK DRIVER woke up at the side of the road with a splitting headache and an upset stomach, not from the stun tube blast but from something he ate back in the café. He wasn’t cold—some kind person, maybe a passing motorist, had wrapped him in a warm blanket—but he was angry. He had no idea why he’d been attacked. He was just doing his job, picking up an empty truck from a warehouse in Rhode Island and delivering it to Boston. Why should that bother anyone?
And the stun tube blast—that was totally un­called for. He wasn’t going to hurt anyone. He just wanted them to leave his truck alone.
The driver suspected his attackers were laggers. The man in the uniform looked older. Definitely not a PC officer. The woman’s ID was probably as phony as that wooden stun tube. They were probably going to hijack his truck. Laggers were like that. No respect for property, no respect for anyone. The truck was still here, though. Someone must have scared them off.
He thought he remembered seeing another man, back in the shadows, behind the car. He didn’t get a good look at him. That would make three laggers altogether. How much were three laggers worth? He wondered if the bounty would be more if he turned them in all at once, or one at a time. He thought about it, then shrugged. Didn’t really matter. The laggers were long gone by now.
The driver struggled to his feet. His head was pounding and his arms and legs were still shaky from the stun tube blast. He checked his watch. Two-thirty. The café next to the lodge was closed, the lights off. He gazed up and down the dark highway. Not a car or truck in sight.
He stomped to the front of his truck, yanked open the driver’s door, and climbed in. He flipped on a light and inspected the cab. Everything looked to be in order, except for a wire hanging down from the nav. He peered under the dash to reconnect the wire, and wondered how it might have gotten loose.
Then he remembered something the laggers said before they shot him. They wanted to know where he’d picked up the truck. They seemed particularly interested in that. Maybe they tried to download the nav. The truck driver sat up straight and stared down the highway. If the laggers found the location of the warehouse, they could be there right now.
 
The beeping grew louder as Kellin, Bonnie, and Peter moved south through the warehouse. The light sphere picked up more details in the roof and walls, and highlighted the trash on the floor, but the landing pod was nowhere in sight. They reached the south end of the warehouse and saw nothing different from the last time they were here. The beeping, quite loud now, seemed to emanate from the blank wall.
“It’s coming from outside,” Peter said.
“We drove around that side of the building,” Bonnie said. “We would have seen it.”
Kellin pushed through the trash on the floor until he was an arm’s length from the end of the warehouse. He looked up and down the wall for any sign of an opening or hidden door. He reached out with his right arm, but a few centimeters from the wall his hand bounced off an invisible elastic barrier.
“Charged-photon matrix,” he said curiously.
“It’s a holocon!” Peter said, his jaw dropping. In the dim light of the warehouse, the projection of a concrete wall on the shimmering holocon barrier was indistinguishable from real concrete.
“A holocon?” Bonnie said. “In this relic? Where’s the console?”
All three began digging through the trash, and a minute later Peter uncovered the controls in the corner of the building, built into the floor. He got down on his knees and punched a few buttons, and the concrete wall dissolved. The blue room beyond the wall wasn’t deep, only about eight meters, but the Centauri landing pod fit easily.
Kellin clicked the button on the emergency bea­con and the beeping stopped. Setting the light sphere on the ground, he rushed to the pod and stepped up on the landing gear, then released the hatch and peered inside.
“Looks okay,” he said as he disappeared through the hatch.
Peter stood up from the holocon controls and stared in awe at the gleaming spacecraft, hands on his hips. “I knew they had a ship.” he said. “I knew it all along.”
Bonnie fought off a smile. 
In the corner of the warehouse, a blue light on the holocon controls began to blink. Peter and Bonnie were staring at the pod, so neither of them noticed.
Peter stepped into the blue room and circled the spacecraft. “None of you realized the building was shorter inside?”
“Did you?” Bonnie asked.
“It was dark.”
Kellin’s head popped out of the hatch. He lifted out a black case and handed it down to Bonnie.
“Be careful,” he told her.
“The samples?” Bonnie asked, and Kellin nodded.
Bonnie took the case, set it on the floor, and knelt down beside it. She couldn’t figure out how to open it, so Kellin hopped out of the pod, knelt down beside her, and showed her how to work the latch. She raised the lid, and found inside a dozen glass vials secured by heavy straps and cushioned in foam. Exhibiting no fear, she slipped a vial from its restraint. She held it out toward the light sphere and inspected the crimson liquid inside.
“Never met an organism I couldn’t kill,” she said confidently. “We’ll find a cure.” She carefully placed the vial back in the case and pulled out another.
Kellin jumped to his feet and continued his inspection of the pod, strolling around the outer hull. Everything looked exactly as they’d left it, undamaged and ready to fly.
“We’ll have to get it outside,” he said. “I think I can start the engine and get it to hover, and then we can—”
He stopped. His eyes focused on a silver box the size of a deck of cards attached to a landing gear strut.
“This isn’t ours,” he said.
Peter ran around the pod to see what Kellin was looking at. He recog­nized the silver box immediately.
“Lock sensor. Guess that’s why there’s no guards here.”
Kellin reached for the device.
Peter lunged for Kellin’s arm. “Don’t touch it!” he yelled, pulling Kellin away. He took a breath to calm himself down, then explained, “Any move­ment and it sets up a barrier. You're trapped, until someone lets you out.”
“How do they let you out?”
“You need another sensor.”
“Where can we get one?”
Peter smiled. “I like your enthusiasm,” he said. “We’ll just run down to the store and buy one.”
Kellin detected the sarcasm in Peter’s remark. “But we can’t really do that, can we?”
Peter’s smile faded. He shoved his hands in his pocket and was about to apologize when a thought occurred to him.
“There might be another way,” he said.
“What’s that?” Kellin asked suspiciously.
“A trick,” Peter said. “Something I heard at a camp in Florida.”
Kneeling down in front of the sliver box, he pulled out a pocketknife. The box was attached mag­netically to the side of the vertical landing strut, with four tiny screws holding the silver cover of the device in place. “I might be able to get the sensor to disarm itself.” he said.
Bonnie shut the sample case and glared at him. “Don’t do anything stupid.”
Peter began unscrewing the cover from the device. “I’m gonna give it a try,” he said. 
“You’ll set it off.”
“No I won’t. You can take a sensor apart. You just can’t move it.” Peter glanced up at Bonnie. “You two go and analyze your samples. Come and get me when you’re done.”
“I’m not leaving you here. We just got you out.”
“No one’s gonna be looking for me in this dump.”
“What if they come looking for the spaceship?”
“Why would they do that? They’ve got to think it’s safe here. No one could possibly find it.”
“We found it.”
Peter grimaced. He removed the last screw from the sensor and the cover fell off in his hands.
“Go and do whatever you have to at the lab,” Peter said without looking up. “The sooner you finish, the sooner we get back to camp.” He began digging wires out of the device with his knife. He looked up when no one responded and saw Bonnie glaring at him, arms folded across her chest.
“Look,” Peter sighed, “if you manage to find a cure, that’s great, but if we don’t lose this sensor, Kellin and Glen are gonna be trapped here forever, and I don’t know about you, but I owe these guys something for my freedom.”
Bonnie stared at the guts spilling out of the lock sensor.
“I don’t like this,” she said.
“Don’t worry, I'm not gonna take any chances. If I can't figure it out in an hour, I'll split, all right?”
“I’ll need an hour in the lab, and it’ll take at least an hour to drive there.”
“Then I’ll meet you at the safe house.”
“How are you going to get there?”
“I’ll get there, don’t worry.”
 
Bonnie frowned. Not worrying was impossible. The lock sensor was bad enough, although Peter knew more about these things than anyone, and if he said it was safe it probably was. But parts were flying out of it. That couldn’t be good. And even if the lock sensor was perfectly okay, this was still a PC warehouse. They wouldn’t leave it unguarded for long, especially with a spaceship inside.
The lock sensor aside, Bonnie thought it was a bad idea to leave Peter alone with no means of transportation. Of course Peter would disagree—not that it was a bad idea, but that he had no means of transportation. Peter had ways of getting from one place to another that often defied logic, reason, judgment, and common sense.
Yet somehow he always managed to arrive at his planned destination. Eventually.
In any case, Bonnie knew she couldn’t talk him out of anything. Once he set his mind to something, he wouldn’t give up without a fight, and sometimes worse. So she picked up the sample case and said goodbye, then walked with Kellin toward the broken door, leaving Peter stripping wires out of an electrical outlet on the wall and whistling to himself.
A few meters away, in the corner of the ware­house, the blue light on the holocon console blinked silently, shrouded by papers and debris.
Kellin and Bonnie stepped into the alley behind the warehouse. It was freezing outside. Bonnie but­toned her coat and shoved her hands in her pockets. Kellin pulled his collar up around his neck. The two of them walked side by side through the alley, with the damp gray-green walls of the warehouse on their left and the black sheen of Narragansett Bay on the right. They reached Bonnie’s car, climbed in quickly, and drove back to the highway.
Between the warehouse, the bay, and the car, not once did either of them notice the large truck hovering in a remote corner of the parking lot. 

Chapter 43
 
BONNIE AVOIDED THE main roads back to Boston, driving east to New Bedford and following the coast to Wareham, then northeast to Plymouth. She thought she might draw less attention at the precinct by arriving after daybreak, so she wasn’t in a hurry.
She hadn’t said anything yet to Kellin, but she hoped to convince him to stay in the car while she slipped into the lab with the samples. If the cure for the Centauri disease wasn’t too exotic, they could be out of the compound and back in the safe house before breakfast.
Kellin hadn’t said a word since they left the warehouse. Bonnie glanced over once or twice to see if he’d nodded off, but found him wide awake and staring glumly through the canopy at the road ahead. She thought he might be worried about Peter.
“We shouldn't have left him there,” she said. Her voice broke the silence like a gunshot.
Kellin sat up in his seat. “Peter? He'll be okay. He seems very resource­ful.”
“Not the word I’d use.”
Kellin turned and gazed at Bonnie, then looked down at his hands.
“You two are pretty close, aren't you?” he said, and Bonnie nodded.
“How long have you known him?” he asked.
“All my life.”
Kellin nodded and Bonnie glanced over. She thought he looked a little disappointed. Maybe it was just her imagination.
 
Kellin felt things were looking up. They had the landing pod, and Bonnie had the samples. She seemed confident she could find a cure, and based on every­thing he knew about Earth’s medical technology, he didn’t doubt it. As soon as Glendir was free, they could return to the pod with the cure and be back aboard the Kumar in just a few hours.
Getting Glendir out of the precinct wouldn’t be too difficult. They had gotten Peter out easily enough. From what Kellin had seen, security at the precinct wasn’t all that secure, guards and PC officers having been fairly cooperative. Building D would be the only real challenge. Everything else would be easy.
Kellin reached inside his collar and pulled out the thin chain attached to his Earth Society pendant. He gazed at the shiny medallion and smiled. Their short stay on the planet hadn’t gone exactly as planned, but every­thing had worked out in the end. Kellin wished he’d had more time to study Earth’s history and culture, but the fact that they’d established the existence of the legendary planet would be enough. Bringing back the cure was all that mattered. Back home, everyone would be more than thrilled with what they’d accomplished.
So why, he wondered, wasn’t he anxious to leave?
 
The car glided silently through the night, the road curving gently through rolling hills. Kellin closed his eyes and tried to sleep. Bonnie turned her head and watched the snow-covered trees drift lazily past her window. Neither of them heard the piercing whine of the giant dual turbines until the truck was right behind them.
Bonnie snapped her head to the rear-view screen when she first heard the truck, and jumped in her seat when she saw how close it was.
“What’s the matter?” Kellin asked, suddenly wide awake.
“We’re being followed.”
Bonnie stared nervously at the rear-view. The truck’s headlights were turned off. The massive vehicle was completely dark, visible only in the glow of the car’s taillights.
Kellin whipped his head around. The huge cab was bearing down on them, glowing an angry red. The truck was three meters back and closing.
“You need to go faster,” he said.
“It’s okay,” Bonnie said. “He can’t hit us. The nav won’t let—”
Wham! The truck rammed the car from behind, slewing it sideways. Bonnie recovered and glanced at the rear-view. The truck had lost ground on impact, but it was still behind them and closing fast.
“Hold the stick!” she yelled, pointing at the joy­stick rising up from the center console.
“What?”
“The stick! Hang onto it. I’ve got to fix some­thing.”
Kellin grabbed the control stick with both hands. Bonnie dove under the dashboard. Kellin fought to stay on the pavement, but the road wasn’t straight and the car was swerving left and right. He glanced down at Bonnie. All he could see was her legs. The rest of her body was hidden under the instrument panel.
“What are you doing?” he shouted.
“Computers can’t see us,” she called out. “They think the car’s parked in Somerville. I’ve got to re­connect—”
Wham! The truck slammed the car again. The fierce collision sent the car fishtailing across the road and Kellin couldn’t save it. The car spun into the weeds on the right, nar­rowly missing a stand of trees. The truck roared past, turbines howling.
Bonnie felt the car come to a stop. She rolled out from under the dash and grabbed the controls.
“You’ve got to stay ahead of that guy,” she yelled. She pulled herself into her seat and jammed the stick forward. The car lurched toward the pavement.
Thirty meters ahead the truck was slowing, waiting for the car to pass. Bonnie slammed on the brakes, swung the car around, and bounced it back onto the road, headed in the opposite direction. Behind her, the truck lumbered through a U-turn. She handed the stick over to Kellin and ducked under the dash.
“I just need one more minute,” she said.
Kellin turned around to look for the truck and accidentally bumped the controls. The car swerved left.
“Watch it!” Bonnie called out.
He shoved the stick to the right and the car jerked back onto the pavement. He glanced down at the rear-view to look for the truck, but couldn’t see any­thing but a black screen. Looking up, he fixed his eyes on the winding road ahead, concentrating on holding a steady line through the turns.
“Almost got it,” Bonnie called out from under the dash.
Kellin peered down at her legs. When his eyes passed the rear-view screen the crimson glow was back. The truck was ten meters behind and gaining ground.
“Hang on!” he shouted as he yanked the stick sideways. The car yawed left, avoiding a direct hit but getting pummeled on the side as the truck thundered past. Kellin’s arms flailed on impact and he lost control. The truck swerved, then turned around to line up for a better shot. Twin tur­bines wailed as the truck accelerated toward the car.
Kellin grabbed the stick and shoved it forward. The car picked up speed, but when he looked back the truck was right on top of them.
Bonnie was flat on her back, beads of sweat rolling down her face, her hands working feverishly to reconnect the wires. Two more and she was done.
Wham! The car jumped sideways and the truck slammed into it broad­side, spinning it off the road like a billiard ball. Bonnie went flying, elbows bouncing off the floor and knees smashing into the firewall. She screamed in pain, then cursed loudly and scrambled back to the nav. The car rocked and bounced underneath her, barely maintaining clearance over the rough terrain as it skidded toward the trees.
Kellin fought for control but the car wouldn’t respond. It slid to a stop in a tangle of weeds twenty meters off the pavement. Then the engine died.
The truck slowed and rumbled off the highway. It turned around menacingly for the kill.
“What’s the matter?” Bonnie called out from under the dash. “Why aren’t we moving?”
“It’s stuck!” Kellin yelled.
The truck bounded over the weeds, heading straight for the car. Bonnie scrambled out from under the dash and scanned the instrument panel. She mashed a restart button. The turbine coughed and fired with a bang. She slammed the stick forward and the car lurched ahead.
“Go!” she yelled as she rolled back under the dash.
Kellin grabbed the control stick, but the car was headed directly for the bushes. He yanked it back and the car jerked to a stop.
The truck veered toward the car.
“Move!” Bonnie screamed. “The car can’t take any more! He hits us again, we’re dead!”
Kellin yanked the stick to the right and the car spun toward the road. The truck corrected course. The car bounded onto the pavement and Kellin floored it.
The sudden burst of speed gave him a brief reprieve. The truck lunged for the car but missed its mark, and the car raced off down the road. The truck fell in behind and picked up speed.
Kellin pushed the car to the limit, slewing wildly through the curves, but the truck followed every move. The fierce red glow filled the rear-view screen. The truck was gaining and he couldn’t shake it. The dual turbines screamed. Kellin closed his eyes and braced for impact.
“Got it!” Bonnie yelled as she plugged in the last wire.
The truck howled. The nav computers, shocked by the sudden appear­ance of a car in the middle of the road, wrested away the truck’s controls and threw on the brakes. The twin turbines backed up with an awful screech and the truck barreled to a halt in a cloud of dust.
Kellin exhaled and sunk back into his seat. He watched the truck shrink in the rear-view screen and disappear into the darkness.
Bonnie climbed out from under the dash. She turned to Kellin with a scowl and said, “Where’d you learn to drive?” 

Chapter 44
 
THE WAREHOUSE WAS GROWING DARK as the Centauri light sphere began to fade. In the dim light Peter was having trouble identifying colors of the tiny insulated wires inside the lock sensor, so he ran back to the other end of the warehouse and retrieved another sphere. He tapped it twice as he’d seen Kellin do, and the crystal began to glow. Returning to the pod, he set the light close to the sensor.
On the concrete floor was a pair of long green wires that Peter had extracted from the warehouse electrical system. He picked up one of the wires and twisted the bare end together with a small blue wire from the sensor. He wrapped the second green wire around a screw extending from the sensor body, and secured the screw with his pocketknife. He stood up and backed away from the pod, carefully feeding the green wires through his hands until he reached their ends.
Lock sensors, Peter knew, were not the best security devices. They had a lot of failsafe modes to prevent them from ever being used in a lethal manner, and that made them vulnerable. For example, the density of the charged-photon matrix generated by the device had to be low enough to allow air molecules to pass through the barrier, otherwise a man could survive inside the shell for only about six hours before his air ran out. The low density also allowed very small objects to penetrate the matrix, if they had a good push.
The frequency of the photons in a lock sensor matrix varied rapidly according to a coded algorithm built into the device. The algorithm was a trade secret of the manufacturer, and it varied from model to model. One lock sensor could disarm another of the same model by projecting an electromagnetic signal with offsetting frequencies into the barrier, destabilizing the matrix. A lock sensor couldn’t be used to disarm itself, however, because once the lock was tripped a small, high-density matrix formed around the device, rendering it inaccessible. Peter had heard of a loophole in this strategy, and was about to try it out.
He held the stripped ends of his two green wires up at eye level and touched them together. A blue dome eight meters across formed imme­diately around the landing pod. Peter, safely out of reach, smiled at this minor victory, although he’d expected that part to work. He wasn’t nearly as sure about next step.
He strolled up to the edge of the blue barrier and pushed the ends of the long wires into the matrix. Nothing. The matrix held fast. Peter took a deep breath and jammed the wires harder into the barrier, watching the blue hemisphere for any sign of a change, any weakness. The matrix didn’t blink. But the wires were starting to heat up.
He kept leaning on the wires, sweat rolling down his face, until his arms were aching and the wires were beginning to burn his hands. He kept the wires pressed into the matrix as long as he could, but then sharp pains shot up both arms and he threw the wires to the floor.
Peter shook his head in frustration. It should’ve worked. He sat on the floor and studied his hands, blistered where the wires had pressed against the skin. Gazing around the warehouse, he tried to figure out his next move. The Centauri pod was now out of reach, enclosed in a blue dome, and when the PC showed up, it would be obvious that someone had tampered with it.
Peter was still sitting on the floor, working out various strategies for returning to the safe house, when something caught his eye. A slight color shift in the matrix, just for an instant. The change was so subtle and so brief he thought he might have imagined it.
Then he saw it again.
Jumping to his feet, he ran to the barrier and watched it for a few moments, but nothing happened. He looked down at the green wires on the floor, reached down to pick one up, and angrily flicked it away when he found it was still scorching hot. He glared for a moment at the hostile wire, then remem­bered something he’d seen earlier in the warehouse.
He ran back through the darkened building to the jumble of Centauri gear on the floor and dug out a pair of glossy blue gloves. Running back to the pod, he slipped them on and picked up the green wires. They were still hot—he could feel the radiated heat on his face—but his hands inside the gloves were cool.
He jammed the leads back into the matrix, holding on until the wires were bright red and the green insulation was turning black. He glared angrily at the blue dome, but the matrix didn't flinch. Then the blackened insulation started to smoke, and he began to wonder if he was supposed to use heavier gauge wire.
A moment later he saw the matrix flash briefly. The color shift again, very slight. Smoke rising from the insulation was growing denser, and the wires were glowing bright orange. Peter could feel them now, even through the gloves. Then the wires began to melt.
He was about to back away in defeat when he noticed a pinkish hue in the area near the wires. The pink turned to red, and the glow spread around the entire barrier. Then suddenly the barrier was gone.
Peter tossed the wires aside and ran to the pod, ripping the sensor off the landing gear. He picked up the sensor cover, screws, and everything else he could find, and stuffed them in his coat pocket. Running down the length of the warehouse, he gathered up all of the Centauri equipment, returning it to the office where they’d found it.
He then ran back to restore the holocon wall, and that’s when he saw the blue light flashing on the console. The holocon had tripped an alarm. He scanned the warehouse, wondering how much time he had left, when the question was answered by the whine of approaching turbines. He raced to the dock side of the warehouse and peered through the cracks in the roll-up doors. He couldn’t see any cars outside, but the turbines were getting louder. Running to the other side of the building, he picked up the broken door and took a last look around. He winced when he saw the open hatch on the Centauri landing pod. Cursing at the oversight, he jammed the metal door back into its frame and sprinted for the pod.
 
Outside the warehouse, a dozen white vans flew into the parking lot and hovered along the docks. Thirty men in gray uniforms and blue vests burst out of the vans and charged the doors, rolling up six of them at once.
The leader of the group, a man named Karcher, barked a few orders and the warehouse filled with light. Karcher immediately noticed the missing holocon wall and frowned. Something or someone had turned it off. The Centauri landing pod was still in the blue room, and the floor beneath it was clear of debris, so it didn’t look like anyone had disturbed it. The hatch on the pod was closed.
Officers swarmed into the warehouse, scanning the rafters, peering into the offices, scouring every corner of the building. Two officers raced to the holocon controls to try to figure out what had tripped the alarm, but everything looked normal. Nothing out of place, except of course the holocon wall.
Karcher stood in the middle of the floor and kicked at pieces of trash. He scanned the decrepit old building and shook his head, annoyed. Called out in the middle of the night for nothing. He couldn’t imagine why any­one would want to break in to this old dump, and from the looks of it, no one had.
A lieutenant approached from the blue room. “False alarm,” he said.
“What about the satellite?” Karcher asked. “Any­thing missing?”
“Nope. Thought we had a lock sensor on there, but I didn’t see it.”
Karcher winced. They’d obviously forgotten to leave a lock sensor. It’s not as if anyone could’ve moved it.
“Did you check the offices?” he asked.
The lieutenant nodded. “Everything’s right where we left it. And no cars outside. If anyone was here, they’re gone now. What do you want to do?”
Karcher surveyed the clutter on the floor and shook his head in dis­gust. Nothing had been taken, so it was pretty obvious no one had been here. “The holocon must’ve malfunctioned,” Karcher said. “Leave Stokes and Pollard here, send everyone else home.” 

Chapter 45
 
KELLIN AND BONNIE hadn’t seen the rogue truck in over an hour, so Bonnie drove into the next town and stopped the car to disconnect the nav. From here on, anyone querying the traffic computers would find the car parked outside a firehouse in Plymouth, Massachusetts.
Bonnie drove north out of town and followed the coast toward Cohasset. The night was clear and cold and the moon was low in the west. She had seen only two other cars since the incident with the truck, and both were headed in the opposite direction. She and Kellin seemed to be safe, at least for now. She glanced over at Kellin and saw he was still wide awake, eyes fixed on the road.
“When we get to the precinct,” she said, startling her passenger, “I want you to stay in the car.”
Kellin shook his head. “I have to find a way into Glendir’s building.”
“Trust me, you can’t. It won’t take long to analyze the samples. I’ll be out before you know it.”
“I can use the precinct computers.” 
“You’ll get caught.”
“If I can find—” 
“No!”
Bonnie surprised herself with the volume of her response. Kellin lowered his eyes. She shifted in her seat to face him.
“Look,” she said, trying to sound more reason­able, “you have to stay in the car. If you get caught, it’s all over—for you, for me, for everyone. You’ve got your landing pod, and I told you I’d find a cure for your disease. But I’m not going to risk it if you’re going to mess everything up.”
Kellin stared at his hands. “Sorry.”
Bonnie turned to face the road ahead, and Kellin decided to change the subject. “Tell me something,” he said, “about your medical science.”
“What do you want to know?”
“Some of the stories we’ve heard about you, they’ve always been, I don’t know, hard to believe.”
“What kind of stories?”
“Well, for instance, is it true you can replace a man’s heart?”
“Sure. We can replace just about anything.”
“With what?”
“What do you mean?”
“What do you replace it with?”
“We grow a new one,” Bonnie replied. “In a lab.”
“You’re kidding.”
“It’s not that hard. Not as hard as, say, memo­rizing the entire person­nel records of a WPCA precinct.”
“Anyone could do that.”
“No one can do that. I couldn’t.”
“Why not?” Kellin asked. “You’re no different than me.”
“Of course I am.”
“But I mean, we’re both human, right? We’re both from Earth, originally at least.”
“Yeah, but you’ve evolved.”
“Evolved?”
Bonnie nodded. “I’ve seen your DNA. It’s way more advanced than ours. You have improvements everywhere. You’ve even started developing some of our syngenes naturally. You have your own version of the P-gene, and precursors of the T-gene. It’s really pretty fascinating. Almost like looking into the future.” She glanced over at Kellin. “Not our future, though. We stopped evolving in the twenty-fifth century. No more kids, no more human evolution.”
Kellin puzzled over that. “What do you mean by evolution?” he said. “People don’t change.”
Bonnie stared at Kellin in disbelief. “Of course they change.” She almost added, What planet are you from? but then realized Kellin’s dilemma. “You’ve just never seen it.”
She turned her eyes back to the road.
“Evolution is the result of two things,” she said. “Three, actually, but two basic principles, natural selection and her­itable variation. Natural selection is the tendency to favor any change to an organism that improves its ability to survive and breed.”
“And heritable variation?”
“Any change to an organism that can be passed on to its offspring.”
“But why would an organism change?”
Bonnie shrugged. “They just do. It’s usually copying errors. When cells divide, strands of DNA are copied in pieces, then reconnected. Sometimes the pieces don’t get put together in the right order.”
“Why not?”
“No one knows. It just happens. The theory says it’s random chance. Evolution can’t plan ahead. Any new development takes a lot of small changes, and every change has to be an advantage over the one before. A fish doesn’t all of a sudden give birth to a fish with legs.”
 
Kellin slumped back in his seat. He wasn’t sure what a fish was, but it was still an unbelievable concept. Was he really all that different from the colonists who settled his planet?
“If humans changed over the years,” Kellin asked, “what were the first humans like?”
“The first humans?”
“The ones we evolved from.”
“There weren’t any first humans. Not really. People didn’t suddenly appear out of nowhere. They evolved from other species.”
“Okay, but those other species, what were they like?”
“No, you don’t understand. It’s evolution all the way down. Everything came from the simplest microbes.”
“That’s impossible.”
“Yeah, except that’s how it happened.”
Kellin shook his head in amazement. Human evolution. It sounded incredible, yet somehow plausible. Natural selection made sense, and he could see how DNA might be altered during early cell division.
But some­thing else bothered him. Some­thing about synthetic genes.
“You said evolution is caused by anything that improves an organism’s ability to survive,” he said. “Wouldn’t that include longevity?”
“Sure,” Bonnie said. “It’s a huge advantage. That’s why mortals are extinct.”
“But that wasn’t copying errors. You made that change yourself.”
“That’s right. Nature’s never done it. Not once. Not for any species.”
“Why not? If it’s such a great advantage, it should happen all the time. Life spans should keep increasing. Not just for people. For all animals.”
“Except then, evolution would end. In fact it has ended, for us. That’s what science overlooks. They think evolution is based on only two prin­ciples—natural selection and heritable variation. They insist that’s all you need, just those two. They completely ignore the third principle. But you have to include it. Evolution only works if life ends. Living things have to die.”
Bonnie glanced over at Kellin. “Everyone agrees,” she added, returning her eyes to the road, “longevity was a huge advantage when life first started out. In fact, it was the only advantage, the only way evolution could get a foothold. They say the earliest forms of life were simple molecular chains. They weren’t exactly alive, but because of their physical configuration—the position of atoms along the chain—they had the ability to attract and arrange free atoms in an identical configuration, or in other words, replicate themselves.
“Chains with weak chemical bonds would quickly get broken up, but stronger chains held together longer, so they could replicate more strong chains like themselves. So chains kept getting stronger, and living longer, until somehow one of them picked up another advantage, like the ability to move, or to eat other chains. After that, everything else became an advantage, and longevity wasn’t needed anymore.”
“But it’s still an advantage,” Kellin argued. “You proved it.”
“Yes, unfortunately we did. But evolution, left on its own, won’t allow longer life spans. It’s too smart for that.”
“But you said evolution doesn’t have any intelli­gence. It doesn’t plan ahead. It’s based on random chance.”
“I said the theory is based on random chance. They can’t come up with a scientific explanation for intelligence in nature, so it doesn’t exist. Of course, we can’t explain intelligence in humans, either. Neu­rons, synapses, chemical impulses, we might be able to explain sensory perception or stimulus response, but decision-making? Problem-solving?”
Kellin furrowed his brow. “You don’t know what intelligence is?”
Bonnie glanced over at him. “I know what it is. No one knows where it comes from.”
Kellin frowned, perplexed. Everyone knew what intelligence was, where it ‘came from’. You learned it in grade school. How could they not know?
“Intelligence is what the universe is made of,” Kellin said.
“The universe is made of particles. Or strings. Particles and energy.”
Kellin shook his head. “It only looks that way. Glendir could explain it better than I can. I’m just a history teacher. But everyone learns in school, early on, the universe is made out of intelligence. Information and decisions.”
“Decisions?”
“According to physicists, every piece of infor­mation in the universe, or particles as you call them, is capable of making decisions. A quantum of intelligence, I think they call it. Not much intelligence in a single bit of information. One quantum isn’t going to make life-altering choices. But they add up, and there’s a lot of them out there. In the end, it’s a pretty smart universe.”
Bonnie opened her mouth to say something, but nothing came out.
“Glendir can show you,” Kellin continued. “He’s got all the for­mulas and math and imaginary numbers to prove it. He knows all about that stuff. Physicists like to parse it out. They like to think of the universe as all time and space and numbers. But it’s a lot simpler than that. The way I see it, the universe is a thought. An idea.”
Bonnie shook her head skeptically. “Intelligence is a byproduct of life,” she said. “Chemical processes in cells, in the brain.”
“No. Intelligence doesn't exist only in living things. It exists in every­thing. It is everything.”
Bonnie slumped back in her seat. Kellin glanced over and thought she looked upset. He wondered if he’d said something wrong. He decided to remain quiet for a while.
A few kilometers later the whine from the turbine began to fade as the car exhausted its hydrogen supply. Bonnie reflexively punched a button on the dash, and the car continued along, cruising to the soft drone of the flywheel.
Kellin gazed blankly down the road, lost in thought about this strange idea of human evolution. Humans created from microbes. Of all the myths and theories and crackpot ideas Centauris had devised over the years to explain the existence of mankind, no one had ever come close to anything this bizarre.
“You know,” Kellin said, breaking the long silence. “You told me something earlier that doesn’t make sense.”
“What's that?”
“You said mortals are extinct. But I saw old people at the camp.”
Bonnie nodded. “There’s a pill,” she said. “It turns off the M-gene. You grow old, and live about a hundred years.”
“Really? And people take this pill?”
“It’s part of the deal. If you want to have chil­dren, you have to give up your place in the world.”
Kellin shook his head, puzzled, and then recalled something Frank Davies had said at the lagger camp.
The same sacrifice we all make.
Is that what he was talking about? Are these people willing to die to have children? Kellin turned and gazed out at the ocean, his head spinning.
“That seems like an awfully high price to pay.”
“Maybe,” Bonnie said. “But that's how life works. Life as God in­tended, as they used to say.”
She glanced over at Kellin. “That was our name once,” she added. “LAGI. That’s why they call us laggers.” 

Chapter 46
 
BONNIE DROVE along the quiet frontage road out of Cohasset and up through Quincy. Boston lay directly ahead, but the WPCA precinct was north of the city and still fifty kilometers away. The steady hum of the flywheel had already lulled Kellin to sleep, so Bonnie set the nav on auto­matic, leaned back and closed her eyes.
She was about to drift off when the soft hum died. The car began to slow. She blinked awake and scanned the dash.
“Damn it!”
Kellin woke with a start. “What’s the matter?”
“Too much night driving. Should have charged it up before we left.”
“What do we do now?”
Bonnie eased the car to the right and pulled off the highway.
“The sun will be up in an hour. We’ll have to wait.”
She popped the canopy and cold air rushed in. She buttoned her coat and dug a pair of gloves out of her purse.
“But not here,” she said, concern for the truck driver still lingering in the back of her mind. “No telling who might come by. Let’s go for a walk.”
They climbed out of the car and stood alongside the road as Bonnie surveyed the landscape. Low hills, bathed in moonlight, rolled away to the west. The Atlantic Ocean stretched to the east, a salt breeze blowing in off the water. Waves crashed on shore, a hundred meters from the highway.
Bonnie led Kellin down a path to the beach and they walked side by side in the sand. It was still dark to the east and the moon was down. A bright canopy of stars filled the sky. Bonnie pulled her coat tightly around her shoulders and gazed up at the constel­lations.
Kellin walked with his hands in his pockets, staring curiously at the ocean. “Why does the water rush in like that?” he asked.
“You mean the waves? I don’t know. Something to do with tides.”
Kellin nodded. “Tidal forces,” he said. “That makes sense. You have a large moon.”
Bonnie turned and gazed at him, head tilted. “You don’t have waves where you’re from?”
Kellin shook his head. “Not like that.”
“Wow, that’s too bad.” Bonnie returned her gaze to the sky. “What about the stars?” she asked. “Do the stars all look the same?”
“Almost.” Kellin stopped and looked up. Bonnie stopped close along­side. Reaching out an arm, Kellin pointed to the northern sky.
“See that constellation there? The big W?”
Bonnie nodded. “Cassiopeia.”
“There’s a star missing from it. A bright one.”
“Why can’t we see it from here?”
Kellin smiled. “You can,” he said. ”During the day. It’s your sun.”
Bonnie gasped in delight, her eyes sparkling in wonder. Gazing up at the heavens, she tried to imagine a place so far away that her own sun would be just another speck of light in the sky.
“From our planet,” Kellin added, “your sun is the brightest star in the constellation. We call it Alpha Cassiopeia. Alpha Cas, for short.”
“What’s it like?” she asked. “Your planet?”
“It’s beautiful,” Kellin said wistfully. “So green. You’d love it. Two suns in the sky.”
“Really? How do you get any sleep?”
“Half the year, the suns are close together. It gets dark, just like this. The rest of the year, we party all night.”
Bonnie laughed, and Kellin smiled. Bonnie reached out for Kellin’s arm and resumed her stroll in the sand, pulling him along. “The people on your planet must think Earth is boring,” she said. “Only one sun.”
“Most people on Centauri don’t believe in Earth. You’re a myth. A legend.”
Bonnie sighed. “Sometimes I don’t believe in Earth, either.”
“I always knew Earth existed,” Kellin said. “I used to imagine you were looking down on us, studying us, like we were some kind of experiment. I always wondered if you were proud of us, of what we’d accomplished.”
“I guess we’re not exactly what you expected.”
“No, not exactly.”
“Are you disappointed?”
“Why do you say that?”
“I don’t know. Because we stopped evolving. We must seem totally backwards to you.”
Kellin shook his head. “You just stumbled a little. The M-gene slowed you down. You’ll get back on your feet.”
“No, this is it for us. We’ve gone as far as we can go.”
“Don’t say that.”
“It’s true.” Bonnie stared at the sand as they walked. “I’m just glad we had a chance to send you off to the stars, to start your own world. That may be the best thing we ever did.”
Bonnie stopped and turned to face Kellin.
“You’ll do so much better than us.” Her eyes glistened with hope. “You will make us proud.”
Kellin gazed into Bonnie’s eyes and Bonnie smiled back. They were centimeters apart. She could feel the warmth of his face as she moved in closer.
“It’ll be light, soon,” she said softly. “The night’s almost over.”
“You’re right,” Kellin said. “We should probably get back to the car.”
And just like that, the moment was gone. 

Chapter 47
 
GLENDIR LEANED OVER the desk in his gloomy cell, inspecting the dense mathematical formulas he’d written on the light board. He double-checked his figures, and when he was satisfied everything was correct, he tapped the “Next Page” button at the top of the board. The formulas disappeared, wiping the surface clean. A counter in the lower left corner flipped from 139 to 140.
The formulas he’d stored in the light board de­scribed general relativity from a quantum perspective. Glendir wasn’t sure these formulas going to convince anyone that he and Kellin were telling the truth, but the work was good mental exercise, and helped keep his mind off other matters. He was more concerned that the professor wouldn’t be able to follow the math. He was careful to explain his work on each page, to show how each formula was derived and to offer mathematical proofs where they were needed. But he knew some of the concepts were a stretch. They’d certainly been difficult for him, twenty years ago, when he first developed them.
He began scribbling the next set of figures, but was interrupted by a loud click from the steel door behind him. He spun around just as Pro­fes­sor Collier entered the cell. Glendir held up the light board.
“Almost done,” he said. “A couple more pages.”
Collier smiled and pulled up a wooden box for a chair. He took off his coat and sat down across from Glendir. “Can I see?” he asked, reaching for the light board. Glendir handed him the slate and Collier punched up the first page. He pushed his glasses up on his nose and began to read.
 
Marjorie arrived at the precinct early, after only a few hours’ sleep, with the aim of catching Trevor before his shift was over. The commissioner had assigned all of the guards to twelve-hour shifts after the lagger escape, and hadn’t yet rescinded the order, so she though Trevor should still be on duty.
Climbing out of her car, she scanned the silent compound. The sky was bright, although the sun was still below the hills to the east. A light fog hung in the air, drifting between the trees. Birds splashed in puddles of melting snow near the administration building. No guards were patrol­ling the grounds, exactly as Marjorie would have expected on a peaceful and quiet Sunday morning.
The peace and quiet didn’t last.
Opening the door to the lobby, Marjorie was immediately accosted by a vicious barrage of yelling and screaming. At least thirty officers and security guards were crowded around the front desk, arms and fists raised, accusations and insults flying back and forth. No one seemed to be in charge. 
Marjorie stepped into the middle of the fracas, took a deep breath, and shouted louder than everyone else.
“Everybody shut up!”
That seemed to do it. The roar subsided. The guard at the front desk approached her and nervously explained that another lagger had escaped, and this one had gotten completely out of the compound. “Gone for good,” was how he put it.
Marjorie cursed loud enough to drive the guard back a step. She scanned the lobby, crowded with men and women in uniform, and found not a single one willing to meet her gaze. She cornered the hapless desk guard, grabbing him by the sleeve.
“Did anyone call the commissioner?” she asked.
“Not my job,” the guard said meekly.
Marjorie glared. It wasn’t her job either. It wasn’t anybody’s job. There wasn’t any protocol for lagger escapes, because laggers didn’t escape. She decided it was probably best for now that the commissioner didn’t know anything. She’d call her in due course, but not until she’d talked to every guard and PC officer in the precinct and made absolutely sure that no part of the escape could be blamed on her.
Marjorie wasn’t exactly scared of Dawkins, but she did want to keep her job. And she was a little scared. She'd long suspected that the com­mis­sioner’s P-gene was defective. So physical violence was a distinct possibility.
Marjorie stomped out of the lobby and marched through the halls, finding them curiously deserted. She discovered Trevor outside the gym, talking with half a dozen other guards. Striding into the middle of the gathering, she said to Trevor, “There you are,” and the rest of the guards scattered.
Trevor scowled. “What do you want, Marjorie?”
“What do you know about the escape?”
“Nothing.”
“You didn’t see anything suspicious?”
“I heard a guard was stunned. Outside, near the parking lot. They said an officer shot him.”
“But you didn’t see it?”
“No.”
“Were you here all night?”
“All night,” Trevor confirmed.
Marjorie scowled, convinced he was lying. “I was looking at your personnel records. You need to put in a change of address.”
“What for? I haven’t moved.”
“The records say you live in Needham.”
“I do.”
“I thought you lived in Littleton?”
“Where’d you get an idea like that?”
“You drove there last night.”
“How would I do that? I don’t have a car.”
“You went there with Bonnie.”
“What?” Trevor was stunned.
“I saw you. She left here at ten-thirty. You were waiting for her in her car. She drove to Littleton.”
Trevor glared, incredulous. “You followed her?”
“And you were with her.”
Trevor shook his head. “I never left the precinct. You followed the wrong guy.”
Marjorie glared, hands on her hips. “Don’t act like you weren’t there. I know what’s going on.”
Trevor frowned, disgusted. “Just stay away from me, okay?” He turned and hurried to the gym door, threw it open, and ran inside. 

Chapter 48
 
COLLIER SMILED to himself as he scrolled through the light board. The formulas on the first few pages were simple and familiar. Everything Glendir had written could be found in any college-level physics textbook. Over the next dozen pages the math grew a little more dense, but still revealed nothing new. Around page 40, though, Collier began to grow uneasy, not because Glendir seemed to know the math, but because he seemed to be able to write it all down from memory.
By page 60, the formulas became difficult to follow, even with the careful explanations Glendir had included. Collier frowned at the light board, his eyebrows rising occasionally when a particular construct would leap out and catch him by surprise. By page 80, though, he was struggling to keep up.
Part of the problem was an odd component that was beginning to appear in the formulas. Collier didn’t recognize it, and he wasn’t sure what it meant. It factored into all of the wave functions and most of the prob­ability formulas. It didn’t seem to have a significant effect on the results of the formulas, and under most conditions it would cancel itself out. But there were a few cases where it seemed to affect the probabilities. As if the odds weren’t 50/50 anymore. Almost like a decision was being made.
He set the board aside and crossed his arms, gazing up at Glendir. “I’m going to be honest with you, Mr. Lywis. I don’t for a minute believe you came here from Alpha Centauri, if only because that would require faster-than-light travel. But I will grant you a considerable facility with math and physics, and that makes you extremely unusual.”
“Why? You must know many physicists.”
“Certainly, but not among the lagger community. Laggers don’t like science. They see in science the end of civilization. They see the M-gene in particular as a blight on humanity. Until you came along, I’d never met a single lagger with more than a passing interest in physics. So you see, I need to know what makes you different. I need to find more laggers like you.”
“Why? What can laggers give you that your other scientists can’t?”
“This.” Collier held up the light board. “Insight. Breakthroughs.”
Glendir frowned.
Collier continued. “Yesterday, you asked me what happened to our technology. The answer is simple. We’ve reached the end of science. Technology is driven by science, and the scientific community no longer innovates. We don’t make new discoveries. All we do is take measure­ments—better and better measurements. We know the mass of a quark to thirty thousand decimal places. The mass of the universe to the nearest gram. But none of this has taught us anything new.”
“Isn’t that simply a matter of choice?”
“No. Scientific discoveries are the purview of men and women who have yet to be convinced that what they’re trying to do is impossible.”
“You mean young people.”
“Precisely. A person who comes to understand the limits of science can no longer see beyond them. Throughout history, every significant breakthrough was discovered by a young scientist with an imagi­nation untempered by common knowledge.”
Glendir leaned back in his chair. “If that’s the case,” he said, “and you think laggers can help, why do you work for the PC?”
“Who knows more about laggers than the PC? My consulting work brings me far closer to the lagger community than I could ever get on my own.” Collier hesitated, then lowered his voice. “And just so you know,” he added, “I’m not entirely unsympathetic to their cause.”
Glendir nodded slowly. “I know a number of bright young physicists, but I can’t help you if I’m locked up in here.”
“You could tell me where to find them.”
Glendir thought about that, then said, “On one condition.”
“What’s that?”
“Return our landing pod.”
Collier frowned. The pod again. Back to square one. “The PC hasn’t found any sort of space vehicle.”
“Ask Commissioner Dawkins. She knows where it is.”
Collier shook his head in frustration. What kind of games was Connie playing with this lagger? “Trust me,” Collier said as firmly as he could, “if the commissioner had any sort of a spaceship, I’d be the first to know.”
Glendir folded his arms and stared at the floor. Collier sighed at the impasse and gazed at the light board. The equations were daunting. The odd decision-making component was a mystery. He knew he was going to need more time to figure it all out. Maybe even a second opinion, someone back at the university. Even better, maybe he could get Glendir to explain the work to a group of his colleagues. Connie would never agree, of course, but maybe that wasn’t a problem. She wasn’t the only commissioner in the WPCA.
Collier looked up at Glendir and offered a smile. “If you want,” he said, “I could get you out of Boston, closer to the university.”
“I’d prefer to go home.”
“Dawkins will never let you go. But she might agree to a transfer. In New York, I’d have a chance to secure your release.”
“Without the pod, it won’t matter.”
Collier fumed. That damned pod. He had to talk to Connie.
Glendir reached out for the light board.
“Let me finish those equations,” he said.
Collier sighed, then handed him the board and stood to leave. He threw on his coat and pulled a pair of gloves from his pocket.
“Is there anything else I can get you?” he asked.
Glendir shook his head. Picking up the stylus, he flipped to a clean page and began scribbling. Collier crossed the room, unlocked the door, and let himself out. On his way back to his car, he pulled out his projector and placed a call to New York. 

Chapter 49
 
DAWKINS ARRIVED AT THE PRECINCT ready to pick a fight. For the second morning in a row she’d been rudely awakened and called in to work because a lag­ger had escaped. As far back as she could remember, she’d never lost a single lagger, and now she’d had two disappear in a single weekend.
She was certain the spaceman was behind it. The escapes started the minute the old man showed up at the precinct. He wasn’t a lagger, not in the normal sense, and that made him dangerous. Dawkins could handle laggers. She knew how they thought and how they operated. They were predictable. She didn’t know anything about the old man. She wasn’t even sure he was human, not with all of those oddball genes.
She hurried across the grounds to the admin­istration building and ran up the steps. Flinging open the door, she rushed inside and stormed through the lobby. The guard at the desk snapped to attention, but he was too late—the commissioner was already into the corridor.
Dawkins marched to her office and found an anxious Marjorie Gould waiting outside the door. She stomped in and threw her coat on the desk.
“He just walked out?” she said to her assistant through clenched teeth.
Marjorie rushed into the room behind her. “He had help,” she said. “An officer from New York.”
Dawkins spun toward Marjorie. “New York?”
Marjorie nodded. “That’s what he said. He talked to Ben Taylor and Marty Willis. In the lobby. Told them Dufour wanted the lagger for ques­tioning.”
“Dufour? He can’t do that!”
“He didn’t.”
“You just said—”
“I called him.”
“What?”
“When I heard they took the lagger, I called New York to find out what was going on.”
Dawkins began to seethe.
“You talked to Dufour?” she said as evenly as she could.
Marjorie nodded. “He didn’t know anything about the officer, but he said if you were missing a lagger, he’d be more than happy to help.”
Dawkins screamed, kicked her desk, and cursed in pain. She picked up her chair and threw it across the room.
“That’s perfect,” she said, hobbling on one foot. “We not only lost a lagger, but Dufour knows all about it. Damn it!”
She leaned against her desk and sneered. “Did we at least get an ID on the lagger?”
Marjorie cringed, worried that Dawkins was losing control of her faulty P-gene. “We’re looking,” she said timidly.  “The Coving­ton creds were posted six months ago, so there has to be something earlier. We’re scanning the archives for a DNA match.”
Dawkins winced in pain, shifting her weight to her good foot. “What about the other one? The old man? They were in the same cell. Why didn’t they both escape?”
Marjorie shook her head. “He’s not there any­more. He’s over in building D.”
Dawkins glared at her assistant, puzzled. She limped over to her battered chair and picked it up. From the looks of it, the chair had tolerated a fair amount of abuse over the years. That might’ve also explained why Dawkins’ semi-polished oak desk never had anything on it.
“Building D?” she said. “What’s he doing there?”
“The professor had him moved.”
Dawkins screamed, hurling the chair again. It slammed into the back wall with a resounding crash. “I sent Collier back to New York! What the hell does he think he’s doing? Where is he now?”
Marjorie backed away. “He was talking to the old man last night. I haven’t—”
Marjorie froze. Dawkins was no longer looking at her. She was staring past her, toward the door. Her eyes were blazing, her face twisted in rage. Marjorie spun around to see Gerard Dufour standing in the open doorway.
“I am sorry,” the Frenchman said, “is this a bad time?”
“What are you doing here?” Dawkins screamed.
“I understand you ‘ave lost a lagger.”
“Get out!”
“Per’aps if you ‘ad delivered the lagger to me the other day, as I requested, the man would not ‘ave escaped.”
“Did you hear me, Dufour? I said get out of here!”
“Yes,” Dufour said. “I will leave. But I will take the other lagger with me.”
“What other lagger?”
Dufour stepped into the room. “You captured a man near the Kings­ton safe ‘ouse. A man with no synthetic genes.”
“Where’d you hear that?” Dawkins’ thoughts flashed angrily on Collier. 
Dufour paraded slowly in front of Dawkins’ desk, hands clasped behind his back. “This lagger is different, no? I will need to question ‘im.”
“You’re not questioning anybody.”
Dufour’s eyes narrowed. He leaned forward, two hands on the desk.
“I ‘ave already communicated your lack of cooperation to Paris,” he said. “If I must call them again, I will of course ‘ave to tell them about the escaped lagger.”
Dawkins clenched her fists. Her face burned and veins pulsed in her neck. Marjorie thought she might have a heart attack, right there in the office.
Dawkins gritted her teeth and said slowly, “You’ll have to sign for him.”
Marjorie’s jaw dropped. The commissioner never gave in this easily. She covered her gaping mouth with an open hand.
Dufour nodded. “Of course.”
“Do you need an escort?” Dawkins asked.
The Frenchman sniffed and shook his head dismissively. “I ‘ave brought my own officers.”
“Fine,” Dawkins snarled. “Wait in the lobby. Twenty minutes.”
Dufour offered a terse smile and a polite curtsy, then backed out of the room. Dawkins marched over to the door and slammed it shut, just to hear the sound it made.
Marjorie turned to the commissioner, puzzled, and more than a little stunned.
“You’re giving him the old man?”
“Don’t be ridiculous. Where’s the lagger they found in the park in Littleton?”
“Building eight.”
“Have him brought to the lobby.”
“But Dufour wanted the old man, didn’t he?”
“Did you hear him say that? He wants a lagger, we’ll give him a lagger.”
Dawkins reached for the door and threw it open, then marched out of the office, ignoring the throbbing pain in her foot. Marjorie ran out and followed her down the hall, a safe distance behind.
“Do you want me to find Professor Collier?” she asked.
“I’ll take care of the professor,” Dawkins said without looking back. “You worry about getting an ID on the escaped lagger.”
“Okay.” Marjorie stopped, then called out, “Where are you going?”
Dawkins didn’t slow down. “Building D.” 

Chapter 50
 
THE MORNING SUN glinted off the silver canopy of Bonnie’s car as it cruised up to the precinct gate. A blue light barrier quickly dimmed in front of the vehicle, and the car drove quietly into the compound.
Inside the car, Bonnie instructed the nav to locate her secluded park­ing spot by the trees. She sat back in her seat and glanced warily over at Kellin, still in his PC gear. He was peering through the canopy, surveying the precinct. For the past hour Bonnie had been trying to convince him to stay in the car while she slipped into the lab and analyzed the samples, but Kellin seemed determined to ignore her, along with any risks involved.
As the car approached the administration build­ing, Bonnie saw half a dozen white vans clustered near the entrance. That was unusual. The parking lot should’ve been empty this early on a Sunday morning. Her car glided into the lot, past the vans, and parked behind a row of trees.
“Stay in the car,” she said to Kellin. “I want to see what’s going on.”
She popped the canopy and was about to climb out when a squad of officers ran out of the building and converged on the vans. Two of the officers were dragging a man between them, apparently uncon­scious. Bonnie thought he looked like the man from the safe house, the one who ran from her car outside the library in Littleton. But she wasn’t sure.
A short man in a gray business suit was in charge of the patrol. Bonnie recognized him as the commis­sioner of the New York precinct, the Frenchman. He directed the officers to throw the prisoner into the lead van, then climbed into the vehicle himself. The rest of the officers split up and piled into the remaining vans. A minute later the convoy threaded its way out of the compound.
Bonnie lifted herself slowly out of her car, then reached back and pulled out the black sample case. Kellin hopped out and straightened his uniform.
“How long do you need in the lab?” he asked.
“The analysis should take about half an hour. If I have everything I need, it shouldn’t take more than another fifteen or twenty minutes to synthesize the antidote.”
Kellin nodded. “Okay, I’ll have Glendir out by then. We’ll meet you here.”
Bonnie grimaced. Kellin would not have Glendir out by then. He wouldn’t get him out at all. It was impossible. She only hoped he’d give up once he realized it.
“If you need more time,” Bonnie said, “I’ll wait for you.”
“No,” Kellin said. “Don’t wait. Don’t take any chances. If I’m not back in forty-five minutes, go to the house in Littleton. Peter should be there. If you’ve got the cure, bring it with you. Glendir and I will meet you there later.”
Bonnie nodded in agreement, but she had no intention of leaving Kellin behind.
 
Bonnie entered the lobby first. She nodded to the guard at the desk, a man she knew and didn’t like. The guard leered at her. Smiling awkwardly, she strolled across the lobby floor, sneaking an occasional glance back to make sure the guard was still paying attention. The guard grinned and clicked Bonnie’s name on his daily roster.
Kellin burst into the lobby, breezed past the front desk with a quick, “Sorry I’m late, car trouble,” and disappeared immediately into the first corridor. The guard frowned, scanned his roster screen, then shrugged and clicked a name at random.
Kellin ran down the hall and ducked into the first office he found. The room was small and the desk was cluttered with plants, books, and photographs, but the office had a reader, and more importantly, a holocon. He sat at the desk and dug through menus on the reader screen, looking for a way in to building D.
He couldn’t find any documents on building D security, but he did find something else—a list of daily tasks assigned by the commissioner’s office. The list included everything from patrols and security checks to status reports and cleaning schedules. Kellin hacked into the list and added one more task, then figured out how to call the precinct security office on the holocon.
On Sundays, the office was staffed by a single officer, a thin woman sitting behind a large desk directly in front of the holocon. She wore the standard gray PC uniform with blue vest, with no jewelry or makeup, and black hair gathered in a tight bun. She was smiling, apparently amused by something on her reader screen, when the holocon wall in front of her desk dissolved. She looked up at Kellin and immediately lost the smile.
“Yes, sir?” she said.
“Where’s the prisoner?” Kellin demanded.
“Sorry?”
“The lagger. He was supposed to be in the biology lab an hour ago.”
The officer quickly cleared her screen and called up the document Kellin had just altered. “I didn’t get any—oh, here it is.” She frowned and added, “Wait a minute. This wasn’t here before.”
“The order was sent in early this morning, directly from the commis­sioner.”
“On a Sunday?” The officer swallowed hard.
“She’s very upset.”
The woman stared at her screen. “I swear, I checked the list when I came in. I didn’t see this.”
“How soon can you get the prisoner to the lab?”
“There’s no one else here. I’ll have to call some­one in.”
Kellin shook his head. “No good. The commis­sioner’s waiting. I’ll get the lagger myself.”
“That’s building D. You won’t be able to get in there. Not without an authorization.”
Kellin scowled. “I’ll get the Commissioner, then.”
“No, wait, don’t do that. I can get you an author­ization. Hang on.” She flipped through personnel records. “Can I have your name?”
“Kellin Rhonden, New York precinct.”
Kellin held his breath. In all of his previous encounters with the authorities, no one had gotten as far as verifying his credentials. The old man at the camp, Leroy Folger, had been very thorough, uploading photos, retina scans, even Kellin’s thumb­print. But until now, no one had actually checked his work.
“Hmm, I don’t see you,” the woman officer said. “What’s your badge number?”
Kellin’s confidence was beginning to crack. “Four-three-three-Alpha-Quebec.”
The officer scanned her screen, frowning and shaking her head slowly. “I’m not seeing anything.”
Kellin was sweating. His stomach felt like it was tied in knots. He reached for the holocon button, ready to shut it down.
“Oh, wait, New York. Here you are.”
Kellin exhaled. The officer seemed equally relieved as she tapped her screen a few times.
“All right,” she said. “You’re cleared for two hours.” She looked up from her screen with wide eyes, almost pleading. “Listen, this wasn’t my fault. I swear I checked the list when I came in. Don’t tell the commis­sioner, okay?”
Kellin winked. “She won’t even know I was here.”
The officer smiled and Kellin quickly shut down the holocon. He took a deep breath and tried to calm his nerves, but something else was wrong. His muscles were aching and he felt queasy. He wasn’t sure what was causing it, but he couldn’t do anything about it now anyway, so he just had to ignore it.
Ducking out of the office, he hurried through the halls, across the lobby, and out into the compound. Two minutes later he slipped through the entrance into building D.
 
Marjorie stood in the back of the biology lab, looking over the shoulder of a technician in a white lab coat. They were both sweating out the results of a DNA scan on the Kingston lagger, and the search was taking forever. With only half a billion people in the world it shouldn’t take that long to find a simple DNA match, but laggers had been clogging the system for years with fake IDs, and the database was a mess.
Not helping was the technician Marjorie had brought in to run the scan. She was new to the job and amazingly slow. Marjorie could only stand and wait as the woman stumbled through the archives.
Marjorie needed redemption. Calling Dufour about the lagger escape had not been such a hot idea. She never should’ve told Dawkins about it—that was her big mistake, right there. Dawkins would’ve found out anyway, but it wouldn’t have been so much her fault if she’d heard it from someone else. Now Marjorie needed redemption, and identifying the Kingston lagger would be a step in the right direction.
Two men in white lab coats were busy at the other end of the room—technicians or biologists, Marjorie couldn’t tell. She only knew that neither was paying any attention to her. Right now, though, she didn’t care. Only the lagger’s ID was of any concern.
Marjorie pulled up a chair and sat down, drum­ming her fingers im­patiently on the workbench. The technician was staring bleary-eyed at a monitor. 
“I think I’ve got something,” the woman an­nounced abruptly.
Marjorie leaped out of her chair. “You found it?” she asked.
“Sort of.”
“What do you mean, ‘sort of?’ Do you have an ID or not?”
 
Bonnie managed to pick that exact moment to enter the lab with the Centauri sample case. Her jaw dropped when she saw Marjorie in the back of the room, but Marjorie was facing away, so she had just enough time to back out into the hall before she was spotted.
She leaned against the wall and took a deep breath. What was Marjorie doing here? In the biology lab, of all places. She glanced up and down the corri­dor, then snuck into a small office across the hall. She set the sample case on the desk, and was reaching back to close the door when Marjorie came flying out of the lab like her hair was on fire.
Bonnie poked her head out the door and watched as Marjorie raced down the hall and disappeared around a corner. She shook her head, puzzled, then stepped cautiously into the hall. She slipped back into the lab with the sample case, hurried to her workbench, and placed the case on her desk. The two men working in the lab looked up at her and smiled, but neither asked what she was doing.
At the far end of the room, where Marjorie had been sitting a minute ago, a woman in a white lab coat was packing up a DNA analyzer. Bonnie didn’t recognize her. Probably someone new.
Bonnie looked down at her desk and stared at the sample case. Popping the latch, she opened the lid and extracted one of the vials. She carried it across the lab to a biohazard station, a sealed plastic cube a meter square, with long rubber gloves reaching into the transparent cube. She opened a small door near the base of the cube and placed the vial inside. 

Chapter 51
 
PROFESSOR COLLIER STROLLED along a path through the trees in the middle of the compound. He enjoyed taking this route whenever he visited laggers in the remote cellblocks. For a few minutes he could pretend he was deep in the forest, alone with nature, far from the politics and pressures of the WPCA. He could walk slowly and watch the birds dart between the trees, feel the leaves crunch beneath his feet, and breathe in the lovely pine-scented air.
But not this morning. Collier was incensed. He wasn’t supposed to be here. He was supposed to be in New York, showing off Glendir to his colleagues at the university, demonstrating the lagger’s incredible math­ematical wizardry. Instead he was stuck in Boston, meeting with the lagger in the slums of Building D.
He thought he’d made a deal with Commissioner Dufour. He’d told the Frenchman everything he’d learned about the two laggers, all about their genetic makeup and their bizarre tale of lost colonies. For his part, Dufour had agreed to retrieve the lagger from Boston and have him safely out of Connie’s hands before breakfast. He’d promised to place the lagger under Collier’s supervision until the professor could determine if the man posed a threat. But obviously the Frenchman had reneged. Dufour had come and gone and Glendir was still locked in his cell. Collier felt betrayed. So he stomped irately through the woods to building D, ignoring the trees and the birds and the crunching leaves, and paying no attention to the stupid pine-scented air.
 
Minutes ahead of the professor, Commissioner Dawkins marched up the stairs to building D. She was furious. Two lagger escapes in two days. The old man was behind it, she was certain of that, and she was determined to make him to pay. She had the leverage—the aircraft. The old man would do anything for that landing pod.
Dawkins pressed her thumb to a dark blue pad mounted on a steel pedestal outside the entrance, then leaned into a retina scan just above the thumb­print reader. Locks clicked and the glass doors slid away.
The entrance to building D was located on the side of the long cell­block, in the center. The doors opened into a wide lobby, with rows of concrete cells on either side. The cells ran parallel to the length of the building part of the way, then hallways crossed the main corridor and cells near the end ran in a perpendicular direction. The cells were different shapes and sizes, and the halls varied in length and width. The configura­tion was sufficiently confusing that finding a specific cell in building D was not easy, unless you knew exactly where to look.
Dawkins quickly realized she didn’t. She stood in the lobby and peered into the halls looking for help, but the building appeared to be deserted. Not a guard or officer in sight. She unclipped her projector and was about to call the security office when the front doors slid open and Professor Collier stepped inside.
Collier jumped back at the sight of the commis­sioner.
“Connie!” he said, then quickly added, “Com­missioner Dawkins,” when he realized they might not be alone.
Dawkins spun on her heels and flipped her projector shut.
“What are you doing here?” she yelled. “I told you to go back to New York!”
Collier unbuttoned his coat and shuffled across the lobby toward the commissioner. “I had some questions for the lagger.”
Dawkins fumed. “Why did you have him moved?”
“I want to work with him for a while.”
“Forget it. He’s getting a gamma series tomorrow, and that’ll be the end of it.”
Collier peered into the halls. Just the two of them, but he lowered his voice anyway.
“Maybe we should hold off, Connie. At least until we know who he is.”
“He’s a lagger. What else do we need to know?”
“What if he’s telling the truth? What if he really is from the colo­nies?”
“You said it yourself. It’s science fiction.”
“What about the landing pod?”
Dawkins threw up her hands. “I don’t want to hear any more about that goddamn landing pod!”
“But the lagger—”
“I want you out of here, Phillip. Now! Go back to New York.”
“The lagger says you know where it is.”
Dawkins raised an arm and pointed to the door.
“Out!”
“Please, Connie. This could be important.”
“Do I have to call security?” She pulled up her projector and started punching in numbers.
Collier folded his arms. “What about a trial? You could—”
Footsteps cut him off. They came from the hall behind Dawkins. Collier looked up and Dawkins spun around. Still in full PC gear, Kellin emerged from the cor­ridor and froze at the sight of the professor. Collier furrowed his brow. His eyes hinted at recognition, but he said nothing.
Dawkins scowled at the interruption. “Who are you?” she demanded.
Kellin cleared his throat. “Rhonden. New York precinct.”
“This is a restricted area. What are you doing here?”
“I’m looking for someone. I think he’s on the other side.”
Kellin pointed to the north end of the building, then sidestepped Dawkins and started toward the far corridor.
“Halt!” Dawkins commanded, and Kellin froze. He turned around slowly.
“Who exactly are you looking for?” she said.
It was a loaded question. The only prisoner in building D was the old man, and everyone in the lobby knew it. Kellin glanced at Collier, but the professor’s face was unreadable. Dawkins waited impatiently for an answer. Kellin began to sweat.
A loud click broke the silence. The doors to the lobby slid open and a blast of cold air rushed in. Everyone spun toward the noise. Marjorie burst through the entrance, gasping for breath.
“Now what?” Dawkins said, exasperated.
Marjorie reached out an arm and leaned against the lobby wall, panting.
“Sorry to interrupt, ma’am.”
Dawkins scowled. Collier and Kellin exchanged a glance.
“It’s the lagger,” Marjorie said, “We got an ID.”
“Covington?”
Marjorie nodded. Her face was glowing, possibly from exertion after running all the way from the administration building, but more likely out of sheer exhilaration. She was positively bursting with news, although her penchant for the dramatic precluded her from blurting it out all at once. She took a deep breath.
“We couldn’t find any creds more than six months old,” she said, “so we scanned the DNA archives. We got a near perfect match.”
“Near perfect? Is it the same man or not?”
“It’s not. The match doesn’t have a Y-chromo­some.”
“Wait a minute. He’s a woman?”
“No. We didn’t find him. We found his sister!”
“His sister? What good does—?”
“It’s Bonnie!”
Kellin’s jaw dropped. Collier gasped. Dawkins almost fell over. “Adams?” she said.
Marjorie nodded eagerly. 
“Does anyone else know?” Dawkins looked horrified.
Marjorie shook her head. “Just got the results. I thought you’d want to be the first.”
Dawkins stared hard at the floor. “All right,” she said. “Keep your mouth shut. All of you. If Adams finds out what we know, she’ll bolt. I’m not going to lose another lagger.”
She scanned the lobby and her eyes landed on Kellin.
“You!” She shouted, pointing at him. “Get up to the lab. Lock it down and post guards. If Adams is there, keep her there. And don’t talk to anyone. Is that clear?”
Kellin glanced again at Collier. The professor smiled briefly and nodded almost imperceptibly. Kellin ran out of the building.
Dawkins grabbed her projector and called the front desk. The guard confirmed that Bonnie Adams had checked in this morning and was still in the building.
Dawkins turned to Marjorie and asked, “Where’s the nearest holo­con?” Marjorie pointed to the south corridor. Dawkins marched off in that direction with her assistant in tow.
Collier watched them go, then slipped quietly into the north hall and made his way to Glendir’s cell. 

Chapter 52
 
BONNIE CHECKED HER TEST RESULTS three times. She’d gone through every vial in the sample case and found nothing. At first she thought the samples were contaminated, but she couldn’t find any other patho­gens in the tissues, so she guessed whatever was in there must’ve mutated. But that wasn’t possible either, because the microbes were dormant and weren’t actively reproducing.
Still, the tissues didn’t contain anything unusual or even terribly dangerous, just a few simple bacteria. There had to be something else, something she was missing. She asked the men in the lab, both biologists, to review her findings.
“Why don’t you start a culture?” said the first man.
“That would take too long,” Bonnie said. “I need the results today.”
“Maybe what you’re trying to find has already been killed,” suggested the second. “Try looking for antibodies. Maybe you can identify the victims by finding the killers.”
So Bonnie ran an antibody inventory and realized the problem immedi­ately. The organism that supplied the infected tissues lived in an extremely sterile environment. Hundreds of common antibodies were missing. Bonnie could imagine all sorts of diseases running rampant through a population of these organisms, including at least half a dozen lethal infections caused by the strain of relatively harmless pneumococcus she’d found in the samples. If the Centauris were as defenseless as these samples, it’s a wonder they’d managed to survive as long as they had.
The problem must’ve started with the original settlers, Bonnie thought. Doctors would’ve empha­sized sterility in every phase of the missions. In a closed environment, where everything had to be recycled, keeping the bacterial population low would be a constant challenge. Better to eliminate the problem as much as possible from the start. Clothing, food, water, air, even the ship itself must’ve been as aseptic as possible.
But the problem now, she saw, was that the descendants of the colo­nists had lost a lot of their natural immunities. Bonnie had seen it before. People who tried too hard to avoid exposure to germs often ended up with the weakest immune systems. Kellin and Glendir were probably under a War of the Worlds attack right now, from dozens of common microbes. Glendir had been locked up most of the time, relatively protected, but Kellin had been out in public, exposed to the world. She needed to put together a regimen of antibiotics and get them to the Centauris as quickly as possible.
Before she could make a move, though, Kellin burst into the lab. He ran across the floor, grabbing her around the waist and ushering her toward the door.
“Let’s go,” he said, as the other two biologists watched in horror.
“But I’m not done,” Bonnie complained.
“Yes, you are.”
Kellin dragged her out of the lab just as the holocon wall began to flicker. An image of the commissioner was forming behind it.
They were halfway down the hall before Bonnie dug in her heels.
“Wait,” she said, pulling away. “We can’t go yet. I know what’s wrong with your planet. We have to go back to the lab.”
Kellin shook his head. “We’ll have to find another lab.”
“What’s wrong with this one?”
“They know who you are.”
“What do you mean?”
“You’re Peter’s sister.”
Bonnie’s knees buckled. She collapsed to the floor like she’d been stabbed in the gut.
“Who knows?” she said weakly.
“Right now, Dawkins. Everyone, soon enough.”
Her face paled. This was it—the day she’d dreaded for years, but was never convinced would ever arrive. Now it was happening, and she didn’t have even a minute to think about it.
“All right,” she said, climbing to her feet. “Let’s go.” She grabbed Kellin by the arm and they both took off running through the halls.
 
Dawkins stood in an empty cell in building D while Marjorie worked the holocon controls from a panel outside the door. Dawkins glared at the musty walls and cracked her knuckles. When the bio lab appeared, she quickly scanned the room. Two biologists, both men. No guards. Where the hell was Adams?
The biologists stopped what they were doing and turned to the holo­con. “Commissioner?” the first one said.
“Where are the guards?” Dawkins asked.
“No guards here, ma’am.”
The second biologist chimed in. “There was an officer here a minute ago,” he said. “Is that who you’re looking for?”
“An officer? Where is he?”
The biologist shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said. “He just left. With Adams.”
Dawkins screamed. Her face twisted in a hideous rage. She rammed a fist into the holocon screen, bouncing off the barrier and stumbling backwards. She grabbed a chair and slammed it to the floor, then stalked out of the cell, accosting Marjorie in the hall.
“Call an alert,” she snarled as she stormed off down the corridor.
Marjorie shut down the holocon, unclipped a projector from her belt, and hurried after the com­missioner. She called up the precinct security office on the run, instructing the female officer there to lock everything down.
Dawkins marched through the lobby of building D and stormed out the door. She was livid. She’d given the officer a simple order—go to the lab and post guards. How hard could that be? The man must have thought he was supposed to find Adams and bring her to God knows where.
The last thing Dawkins wanted to do was call a lockdown. Not only would it draw unwanted atten­tion, it would call every PC officer in the field back to the precinct. But she had no choice. She had to find Adams and get rid of her before anyone found out that the commissioner of the Boston WPCA had allowed a lagger spy to infiltrate her precinct.
She couldn’t let anyone know who the lockdown was for. Phillip and Marjorie knew, and as far as she was concerned that was already too many. As long as Adams was trapped in the administration building, Dawkins could keep things under control. She could track down the spy herself, and Adams would simply disappear. And no one would ever find out why.
Marjorie flipped her projector shut and clipped it to her belt. She ran after the commissioner, catching up with her on the path leading into the woods. “We should notify the other precincts,” she said.
Dawkins shot her a vicious glare. “You keep your mouth shut,” she growled, and Marjorie backed off.
 
Kellin and Bonnie raced through the corridors, headed for the lobby. As they rounded a corner, lights in the halls suddenly blinked from white to red. Bonnie looked up. “Lockdown,” she said. “Got to be for us.”
They picked up the pace, and when they rounded the next corner they barreled into a plump PC captain, knocking him down. The impact threw Kellin against the wall and Bonnie to the floor.
Bonnie jumped to her feet. She tried to help the captain up, but the man brushed her away and struggled to stand on his own.
“You!” he said, pointing angrily at Kellin as he caught his breath. “What’s your name?”
“Rhonden.” Kellin checked his name tag. Still there.
“Where are you going? Didn’t you see the alert?”
Kellin stared blankly at the rotund captain. The crash had knocked the man’s name tag loose, and Kellin had no clue to his identity. Bonnie didn’t recog­nize him either, and more importantly, he didn’t seem to recognize her. He seemed interested only in Kellin.
“Who’s your lieutenant?” the captain demanded.
“Gilbeau,” Kellin said.
“All right, come with me.”
“No,” Kellin said. “I mean, we can’t. We have to evacuate.”
“Evacuate? This is a security lockdown.”
“No, that’s what they’re telling everyone.” Kellin ran through a dozen possible emergencies in his head, then picked one. “It’s a gas leak,” he said. “In the lab. Two dead. We just came from there. We have to get out!”
“No one leaves the building. You’re coming with me.”
Kellin backed down the hall, pulling Bonnie along with him.
“No,” he said. “It’s too dangerous. I’m not going back there.”
“Coward! Get back here!”
They turned and ran, disappearing around the next corner. The portly captain, apparently over his exercise quota for the month, didn’t give chase.
 
Kellin and Bonnie zigzagged through the building until they reached the main corridor leading to the lobby. Bonnie glanced behind her. No one there. “Why didn’t he try and stop me?” she said.
“Maybe they’re looking for someone else.”
She grimaced. Unlikely. She straightened her coat and pushed Kellin ahead of her. She thought the lobby would be the best place to make their escape. Security would be light on a Sunday morning. Maybe eight guards in the compound, plus four officers on duty to handle calls. A dozen altogether. If they were all outside searching the grounds, the lobby would be empty.
The lobby was packed.
Dozens of anxious employees crowded the doors, clamoring to be let out. Dozens more guards and officers barred their exit and tried to main­tain order, but it was a losing battle.
Bonnie and Kellin stood at the edge of the crowd, gazing into the chaos. Everyone was yelling. No one seemed to know what was going on, or why a lock­down had been called.
A security guard near the door spotted Bonnie and ran across the lobby to intercept her. She recog­nized the baby-faced guard and backed nervously into the hall.
“Miss Adams!” Trevor called out. “Wait!”
She moved farther into the corridor. Kellin stepped in front of Trevor, blocking the hall.
“We need to get out of here,” Kellin said. “Can you help us?”
Trevor craned his neck to see past Kellin. Bonnie was halfway down the hall, twenty meters away. The noise in the lobby was rising and Trevor had to shout.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t think we’re allowed to let anyone out of the building. There’s been an escape or something. We got orders to lock the place down. From the commissioner.”
“An escape?” Kellin asked. “A lagger?”
“Probably. We don’t know.”
Bonnie crept back up the hall. They don’t know? Was it possible they weren’t looking for her?
“Maybe it’s just a drill,” she suggested.
“What?” Trevor could barely hear her.
She moved closer. “A drill,” she shouted. “Maybe it’s a drill!”
“Maybe,” Trevor said, nodding, “but we still have to follow procedure. Everyone inside until it’s over.”
Bonnie reached out and grasped Trevor’s shoulder. She leaned in close to his ear. The noise in the lobby was deafening.
“If I can’t leave,” she said, “I might as well go back and get some work done. If anybody needs me, I’ll be in the lab.”
Trevor nodded with authority. “If you want,” he said, “I can stop by and let you know when they cancel the alert.”
“That would be really nice.”
Trevor smiled. His face was centimeters from Bonnie’s and he began to blush, his thoughts clouded by her jasmine perfume. Backing away, he nearly tripped over his own feet, then turned quickly and rejoined the melee in the lobby. 

Chapter 53
 
COLLIER UNLOCKED the door to Glendir’s cell and stepped inside. The room was dark. Locking the door behind him, he flipped a switch on the wall and the bare bulb in the center of the room flickered on. Glendir, asleep on a makeshift cot in a dark corner of the room, stirred at the sudden brightness. Collier smiled at him, then took off his heavy coat and threw it over a chair.
“Good morning, Mr. Lywis,” he said brightly.
Glendir sat up and swung his legs over the side of the cot, still wearing his glossy blue spacesuit.
He blinked at the light, then turned to Collier.
“I finished the equations,” he said. “You can see how it works, now. All the forces are the same.” Glendir’s eyes searched around the cot and found the light board on the floor. He picked it up and handed it to Collier. “You can see from this how we compress space, and how we travel faster than light.”
Collier reached for the board and powered it up. Pulling up a chair, he sat down and flipped to the last page. He studied the dense formulas, the final results of the unified field equations. He had to admit the work was impressive. Glendir had resolved all of the infinite values and zero denominators that always crept in to these equations. The formulas even cleaned up a number of awkward issues with standard particle theory. But there was still that one mysterious com­ponent.
“I can see you’ve managed to remove all the ambiguities from the uni­fied field equations,” Collier said, “but only by introducing a new variable.”
“Which variable don’t you recognize?” Glendir asked.
Collier angled the board toward Glendir and pointed to the mystery component, represented in the equations by the letter I.
“This one here,” he said. “In the earlier pages you show how it’s derived, but not what it represents.”
Glendir narrowed his eyes. “Are you saying you’ve been trying to under­stand the nature of the universe without including quantum intelli­gence?”
Collier thought he heard that wrong. “Quantum what?”
Glendir sighed. This might be the professor’s problem.
 
When Sir Isaac Newton and the scientists who fol­lowed derived the physical laws of the universe, it was believed that everything in science had been resolved. There was nothing new to learn. From the flight of a bird to the motion of the planets, the physical laws could explain absolutely everything. Except for a couple of things they couldn’t explain, like for example the orbit of Mercury, and the photoelectric effect, and the black body problem. But that was it. These were minor issues and they would soon be resolved, and Newton’s laws would not be violated.
Then along came a young patent clerk in Switzerland who, in his spare time, played around with equations formulated a few years earlier by a man named Lorentz. The equations had been developed to adjust for the fact that the speed of light was shown to be exactly the same for any object moving at any velocity. The patent clerk determined from this that several assumptions made by Newton about time, space, and simultaneity couldn’t be reconciled for a moving body, because velocity couldn’t be measured against any fixed point in space, but only relative to other bodies.
The patent clerk later refined his theory, generalizing it to include not only velocity, but also time derivatives of velocity. His theories, and more that followed, resolved the issue with Mercury’s orbit, and several other issues, and opened up a whole new understanding of the nature of the universe.
But Newton wasn’t wrong. The additional com­ponent that Einstein added to Newton’s equations had virtually no effect until you reached enormous speeds, way beyond anything imaginable in Newton’s time. For all practical purposes, Newton’s laws were correct.
By the same reasoning, Einstein wasn’t wrong. The additional com­ponent that Glendir added to Einstein’s equations had virtually no effect until you reached enormous levels of intelligence, way beyond anything Professor Collier could imagine.
 
Glendir leaned forward on the edge of his cot. “In­telligence is everything. You have to include it in all of the physical sciences. How else could you explain things like virtual particles? Protein folding? Cell differentiation? It’s all based on intelligence. Without it, the universe would be completely deterministic.”
“The universe is deterministic.”
Glendir shook his head. “Even in your own equations, you have probabilities.”
“Yes,” Collier agreed, “but they always average out. And you can determine that average exactly.”
“On a small scale.”
“On every scale.”
“On the scale of a human brain? I don’t think you’ve done those com­putations.” Glendir moved back on his cot and leaned against the wall.
“I’ll grant you,” he said, “the universe is deter­ministic to a large degree. We rely on its predictability. We bet our lives on it. But a universe made out of intelligence can’t be entirely deterministic. If it was, you couldn’t think. You couldn’t change your mind. You couldn’t paint a portrait or compose a song or write a book.”
“You're talking about free will,” Collier argued. “It’s never been proven we have anything of the sort. Many people believe free will is just an illusion.”
Glendir nodded thoughtfully. “An illusion,” he repeated, reflecting on the word. “Yes, I suppose that’s right. The universe is what we perceive. A collection of thought. I guess I don’t generally look at it that way, but I’ve heard it expressed like that.” Particularly by Kellin. Glendir wondered if he and Kellin were really all that different in their under­standing of the universe.
 
Collier stared at the light board, totally baffled. Quan­tum intelligence. The whole idea sounded absurd. He’d heard of artificial intelligence using quantum computers, but that had never really panned out, and it wasn’t what Glendir was talking about in any case.
“So all you’re really saying,” Collier said, “is that intelligence exists in nature."
“No," Glendir replied. "I’m saying exactly the opposite. Nature exists in intelligence."
Collier shook his head, mystified. This was way beyond credible. And yet, the formulas worked. If it was true, then these people had somehow managed to harness the power of intelligence.
But Collier wasn’t convinced. “I need to get you out of here,” he said. “To talk to some friends of mine.”
“Not without the landing pod.”
Collier winced. The pod business again. The man could not seem to get past it. But Collier no longer felt that Glendir was lying. He seemed to genuinely believe he was from Alpha Centauri, and had come to Earth in some kind of landing pod. He kept insisting that Connie knew all about it, and that’s the part that didn’t make sense. Connie would never keep something like that from him. Never. Not without an extremely good reason. 

Chapter 54
 
BY 10:00 A.M. EVERYONE who worked in the administration building had collected in the lobby. It was a large group for a Sunday morning, at least forty men and women, and everyone wanted to know what was happening. Many wanted to go home, but guards were still refusing to let anyone out of the building.
Bonnie and Kellin stood under the giant seal of the WPCA, surveying the crowd. Several workers and a couple of officers recognized her and waved, but no one tried to stop her. She pushed Kellin back into the hall and said, “What do we do now?”
Kellin thought for a minute, picturing the layout of the precinct in his head. “Do you still remember the codes to the cell­blocks?”
Bonnie nodded, and Kellin said, “I think we can get out through building seven.”
So they raced through the deserted halls and reached the cellblock tube unseen. The door was closed and a red light glowed above the key­pad hanging by the door. Bonnie punched in the eight-digit code.
The door didn’t budge. She frowned.
“Maybe the codes don’t work in a lockdown,” she said.
Kellin recalled a document on security lock­downs he’d read less than an hour ago, when he was looking for a way in to Building D.
“No,” he said, “they do. You sure you got the numbers right?”
Bonnie sighed. She hadn’t slept much in the last twenty-four hours, but she still remembered the code. But maybe she entered it wrong. She punched in the numbers again, and this time the door slid open. She smiled at Kellin as the two of them raced side by side through the clear tube.
 
Marjorie didn't see any kind of activity in the com­pound as she trailed Dawkins to the administration building. The sun was shining and a soft breeze wafted through the trees. The entire precinct looked calm and peaceful. Marjorie couldn’t remember if she’d ever seen a lockdown before, but she would’ve expected more excitement than this.
Dawkins was taking long strides through the patchy snow and Marjorie had to hurry to keep up. She worried that despite discovering the lagger’s identity, she was still in trouble. It wasn’t fair, though. She wasn’t respon­sible for Bonnie. The commissioner had hired her. Marjorie should’ve been a hero for uncovering the truth, but Dawkins was acting like it was all her fault. Marjorie couldn’t even talk to anyone about it, although she did wonder how long they could keep it secret.
“When we find her,” she asked, “what do we do with her?”
“Throw her in building eight. We’ll ship her to Ottawa first thing in the morning.”
“What about a trial?”
“Forget it. I don’t want any word of this getting out.”
“But you can’t keep it quiet forever.”
“Of course I can. If Adams disappears, no one’s going to report her missing.”
Marjorie stared straight ahead and swallowed hard. She wondered who might report her missing under similar circumstances, and it bothered her more than a little that she didn’t have an immediate answer.
They climbed the steps to the administration building and Marjorie peered through the glass doors into the lobby. A huge mob was milling about inside, guards and officers and precinct employees, all yelling at each other. Dawkins brushed Marjorie aside and yanked on the door, but it was locked. A guard inside quickly opened it, and a cold breeze blew in. The shouting immediately died.
Dawkins marched through the door with Marjorie on her heels and the crowd parted to let them pass. All faces turned toward the commissioner. Dawkins scanned the room, then raised her hands to address the crowd.
“I need everyone to leave the building and go home,” she said. “Now.” Cheers were mixed with audible groans.
Marjorie stood by the door as Dawkins conferred with the guards. They arranged the evacuation so that only one door was used, and everyone had to pass by Dawkins and Marjorie on the way out. Five minutes later the lobby was clear, save for a dozen guards and officers.
Dawkins looked severely annoyed. Adams had obviously figured out what was going on, and was hiding somewhere. Dawkins instructed the remaining officers to perform a room-by-room search of the administra­tion building, and return any stragglers they found to the lobby.
One of the officers raised a hand. “What about the cellblocks?” he asked. “Shouldn’t we check those, too?”
Dawkins shook her head. “They’re empty.”
“You sure? Someone unlocked the tube to building seven.”
Dawkins glared at the guard, then turned to Marjorie and pointed a finger at her. “Change the codes,” she said. “Now!” Marjorie ran across the lobby floor and disappeared into the halls.
Dawkins walked up to a security guard and yanked the stun tube out of his holster, then marched off into the corridor, leaving the bewildered guard standing in the lobby unarmed.
 
Marjorie stood in the precinct security office, pounding buttons on a small console. Cellblock codes were controlled from the security office, but only Marjorie was allowed to change them. The task would normally take her the better part of a day, even though the actual procedure took only a few minutes. She would typically spend the rest of the time flirting with the security staff.
But today there was only a woman on duty, and the commissioner seemed anxious to get the passcodes changed. Marjorie finished logging in and fired up the app to reset the codes. The console screen flashed through a set of forms and then displayed a green progress bar. She watched as the bar crept slowly past ten percent. 

Chapter 55
 
BONNIE AND KELLIN ARRIVED at the end of the con­necting tube to building seven on the run, stopping in front of another glass door with another keypad. Kellin watched as Bonnie punched in the passcode. They panicked for a moment when the door didn’t move, but a second later the glass slid away. They rushed into the building and raced through the long cellblock.
At the north end of the building, the exit to the compound was con­trolled by a final keypad. Bonnie and Kellin reached the metal door out of breath, and Bonnie quickly entered the code. They stood anxiously in the dimly-lit corridor, anticipating another short delay, but this time nothing happened. The door didn’t move. Instead, the red light above the keypad began to blink. “What’s going on?” Kellin said nervously.
Bonnie winced at the crimson light and said, “Marjorie.” She must have changed the codes.
Bonnie took a deep breath and exhaled loudly. “They know we’re here,” she said. “We have to leave.”
But she had no idea where to go. The lab? First place they’d look. Where else? The lobby might still be safe. No one seemed to be looking for her there. But they had to move quickly, before someone closed the doors to the tube. It would not be a good idea to get trapped in building seven.
“Let’s go,” she said, grabbing Kellin by the arm, and they took off running through the cellblock. They raced down the long tube to the adminis­tration building, and when they stepped out an officer intercepted them, holding up a hand. His uniform bore the name GILLER. Kellin recognized the name, but the precinct employed three Gillers. He had no clue which one this was.
“They want you in the lobby,” said the ambiguous Giller.
“What for?” Kellin said, catching his breath.
“Commissioner’s orders.” Giller looked Bonnie up and down and said, “Who are you?”
“I work in the lab,” she said, her hands shaking. She slipped them behind her back, out of sight.
Giller frowned. “You have to leave,” he said. ”Go wait in the lobby. Soon as the commissioner gets there, she’ll send you home.”
Bonnie nodded as calmly as she could. She watched the officer saunter off down the hall, stop­ping at every office along the way, opening doors and poking his head inside each one.
Footsteps approached from behind. Bonnie spun around, but she could see only a few meters down the hall before it turned a 45-degree bend. The footsteps were getting louder. Kellin pointed to a nearby office and they hurried over to it, stum­bling inside and closing the door behind them. The footsteps slowed to a stop, right outside the door. Bonnie and Kellin held their breath. They couldn’t hear a thing.
Kellin cracked the door and cautiously peered out. He could see Dawkins at the entrance to the tube, facing away. The glass door was still open. He watched the commissioner stomp into the tunnel, fist wrapped tightly around a stun tube. Squeezing the office door shut, he turned to Bonnie. “It’s the commissioner.”
Bonnie slumped her shoulders. “We’re trapped.”
Kellin grimaced. “Maybe we can still get out through the lobby.”
“They’ll never let us out, not with Dawkins around.”
“You have a better idea?”
Bonnie didn’t. She shook her head slowly. Kellin grabbed her arm and dragged her out of the room. 
 
Dawkins stormed down the tube to building seven, checking the gauge at the base of her commandeered stun tube. Fully charged. She arrived at the end of the tube and hurried down the length of the cellblock, then tried the exit into the compound. Locked.
Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out a slip of paper and held it up in front of the keypad next to the door. She typed in eight numbers from the paper and waited for the glass door to open. It didn’t move. Then the red light on the keypad started to blink.
“Excellent,” Dawkins muttered to herself. Marjorie had changed the codes. Which meant Adams was trapped in the precinct. Dawkins turned on her heels and marched back toward the adminis­tration building.
 
Bonnie and Kellin reached the lobby and discovered the crowds were gone. An officer was sitting at the front desk and two security guards waited by the door. Bonnie didn’t recognize the tall guard, but the short one looked like Trevor. Taking a deep breath, she stepped into the lobby and strode across the floor with as much confidence as she could muster. Kellin hurried after her.
She approached the guards and smiled. “Where is everyone?”
Trevor’s eyes lit up. “Miss Adams!” he said. “You’re still here?”
She nodded. “I was in the lab. The commissioner stopped by and said I should go home.”
The tall guard stepped between Bonnie and Trevor, raising a hand.
“Commissioner told us to keep everyone in the lobby. Said to wait ‘til she got back.”
Kellin stood behind Bonnie. “No, she’s right,” he said. “I talked to the commissioner myself.”
Trevor nodded and turned to the tall guard. “It’s okay. She’s a biolo­gist. She works here. Whoever they’re looking for, it’s not her. Besides, Commissioner told her to leave.”
The tall guard frowned, but Trevor didn’t wait for him to respond. He hurried to the door and held it open for Bonnie.
“Sorry to keep you waiting, Miss Adams.”
Bonnie smiled warmly. “It’s Bonnie,” she said, ushering Kellin outside. She hesitated, then turned around and beamed at the guard. “Thank you, Trevor,” she said. “You’ve been wonderful.” She turned and stepped out into the sunshine, letting the door close behind her.
They ran down the steps of the administration building and raced across the parking lot. Bonnie reached the car first and raised the canopy.
“Hurry,” she said, “get in.”
Kellin didn’t. He stood behind the car and shoved his hands in his pockets.
“I have to get Glendir.”
Bonnie’s jaw dropped. She stared at Kellin, stunned. “Are you crazy? You can’t go back in there.”
“I can’t leave him here.”
“No! Get in the car!”
Kellin winced. “I have to go,” he said.
Bonnie glared at him. She couldn’t believe it. They were so close. All they had to do was climb in the car and drive away. But Kellin wouldn’t budge. She scanned the lot. She couldn’t see the admin­istration building through the trees, but she had no doubt guards and officers would be pouring into the lot any second. She took a deep breath.
“How long do you need?” she asked.
“No,” Kellin said, shaking his head. ”You can’t wait for me. You have to go. Now.”
Bonnie reached out and grabbed him by the arm. “I’m not leaving you here.”
Kellin gently pulled himself free, then placed his hands on her shoul­ders. “You have to,” he said. “It’s not safe here. And Peter’s waiting for you.”
Bonnie frowned. “You’ll meet us in Littleton?”
Kellin sighed. “Not enough time. We still have to get the landing pod.”
“I can drive you.”
“No, it’s too dangerous. We’ll find our way. It won’t be a problem.”
Bonnie’s heart was pounding. “What about the cure?” she said. “I found it. I can save your planet.”
Kellin grimaced. “A cure won’t do us any good if we can’t get home.” He hesitated, then added. “I have to go,” although he didn’t move.
The wind whipped Bonnie’s auburn locks across her face. “Will I see you again?” she asked.
Kellin reached out and brushed the hair from her eyes. “After I find Glendir, we have to go back to the warehouse.” Which wasn’t a yes or a no, but it answered her question nonetheless. Kellin would not be back. She knew she couldn’t stop him, but she wasn’t ready to let him to go, either.
“Then take me with you,” she pleaded.
“To the warehouse?”
“To Alpha Centauri.”
She threw her arms around him and pulled him close. He wrapped his arms around her waist and gazed down at her face, the tears glistening on her soft cheeks. He leaned in close to her ear.
“I will see you again,” he whispered.
But Bonnie wasn’t convinced. She held on to him as long as she could, finally releasing him when she felt him start to pull away. Kellin hurried back toward the compound. Bonnie watched as he raced down the path to the woods and disappeared into the trees, then turned and climbed slowly into her car. 

Chapter 56
 
DAWKINS STRODE through the deserted corridors of the administra­tion building on her way back to the lobby. A crimson glow filled the halls. The lockdown was still in effect.
In the lobby, a dozen guards and PC officers were milling about. Trevor and the tall guard were standing behind the front desk, debating Trevor’s authority with respect to releasing the biologist on her own recognizance. The argument was growing heated as Dawkins entered the lobby from the hallway.
The tall guard pointed across the room to the commissioner, standing beneath the giant seal of the WPCA. She was surveying the lobby, appar­ently looking for someone.
“There she is now,” the tall guard said. ”Let’s go ask her,” he added, shoving Trevor across the floor.
“Commissioner,” he said as they approached, “did you give anyone permission to leave?”
Dawkins was still scanning the lobby and the question didn’t immedi­ately register.
“What?” she said absently.
“An officer came through here and said you told him it was okay to leave.”
That caught her attention. She turned to the guard. “I gave no such permission.”
The guard sneered at Trevor. “Told you.”
Dawkins glared at the two guards. She recognized the short one—the guard who left the cellblock unlocked. Her eyes narrowed.
“No one leaves the building until I say so. Is that clear? Where is this officer? I want to speak to him.”
“He left.”
Dawkins exploded. “You let him go?”
The lobby fell silent. Everyone turned to Dawk­ins. The guard swallowed hard, pointing to Trevor.
“He did it! I told him not to.”
Dawkins took a deep breath and checked her anger. It wasn’t so bad. They’d only released an officer. It could’ve been worse.
“Did you at least get the officer’s name?” she asked.
“Uh, Rhonden, I think. Kellin Rhonden. Said he was from New York.”
Dawkins grimaced. Rhonden was the officer in building D, the one she had sent to collect Adams. Did he say he was from New York? She couldn’t remem­ber. She should’ve paid more attention. Wasn’t there an officer from New York who helped the Kingston lagger escape? Could it have been the same man? That was a scary thought. She made a mental note to have this Rhonden character checked out, then glared at the guard.
“What about the search of the building?”
“All done, ma’am.”
“Done?” she said in surprise. “And they didn’t find anyone?”
The guard shook his head. “Building was empty.” Dawkins frowned until he added, “Except for the woman from the lab.”
Dawkins blinked. “Lab?”
“The one who left with the officer. The biolo­gist.”
Dawkins screamed, shouted profanities, and slapped the guard across the face hard enough to knock him down.
Her heart pounded. She panted in rage as the lobby swayed before her. She balled up her fists and took several deep breaths, pacing in a circle until she was composed enough to pull up her projector. She called Deke Stanton and projected an image of the lieutenant on the lobby floor.
“Commissioner?” Stanton said.
Dawkins spoke through firmly clenched jaws. “I want you to find out everything you can,” she said, “About a PC officer named Kellin Rhonden.”
“Okay,” said the lieutenant. “What precinct?”
“New York, or so he claims. I saw him in building D this morning. I want to know what he was doing there.”
“When I find him, I’ll ask him.”
“No!” Dawkins commanded. “Lock him up. No one talks to him until I do.”
 
Stanton made a few calls around the precinct. Among those he talked to were Officers Giller and Willis, and a security guard named Ben Taylor. All of the men reported unfavorable encounters with the mysterious PC officer from New York, although for some reason none of them seemed willing to reveal any details. All three recommended caution when approaching the man. 

Chapter 57
 
KELLIN SNUCK INTO building D minutes before his authorization was due to expire. He’d already searched half the building on his previous visit, and had only a few more halls to check. He crept slowly across the lobby, keeping an eye out for guards, although he was pretty sure they were all back in the administration building. He hurried into the north corridor and turned right at the first intersection.
He worked his way down the hall, stopping at each cell, knocking on each steel door, and peering in through each narrow slot. All of the rooms were dark. None appeared to be occupied. He started back toward the corridor, but stopped when he heard a noise from the lobby. It sounded like someone sweeping, or maybe feet shuffling across the floor. He ducked into a narrow alcove and pressed his back to the wall. The shuffling grew louder, then stopped.
A door creaked. Kellin heard voices, but couldn’t make out what they were saying. He snuck back to the main corridor and peered around the corner. Empty.
He crept up to the next intersection, turned the corner and froze. Two security guards were unlocking a cell at the end of a short hall. One of them carried a tray with a cup and a bowl. He watched as the second guard swung the door open. Light from the cell spilled into the hall.
The first guard disappeared into the room with the tray, leaving the second guard alone in the hall, facing away from Kellin. The cell door was wide open. Kellin couldn’t see anything inside the cell, but it had to be where they were keeping Glendir.
Kellin estimated the guard in the hall was only ten steps away, maybe less. And the cell door was wide open. He’d never have a better chance than this. He took a deep breath and crept silently into the hallway. The guard shuffled his feet. Kellin stopped short, then edged closer.
Seven steps away.
The guard yelled into the cell. “Hurry up in there!” 
Kellin took another step, sweat beading on his brow.
The guard jingled his keys, impatient. Kellin froze again, then moved forward.
Four steps away. Kellin could hear the guard breathing. Smell his after­shave. See the wrinkles in his uni­form. The black stun tube dangled from his belt. Two more steps and he had it.
One.
He reached out an arm.
“You!”
The shout echoed through the hall like a gun­shot. Kellin jumped, then whipped around and found three massive PC officers standing directly be­hind him, blocking the hall. The one in the middle wore silver lieutenant’s bars and the name STANTON over his vest pocket.
Kellin panicked at the name. Deke Stanton graduated at the top of his class at the academy. He would not be easily fooled.
“Who are you?” Stanton demanded.
“Rhonden.” Kellin replied, swallowing hard. “New York precinct.” 
“Perfect. Come with us, please.”
“I can’t. I’ve got to get back to New York.”
“You’re not going anywhere.”
“You don’t understand, I—wait a minute. Deke? Deke Stanton?”
“Lieutenant Stanton.”
“You live on Essex, right? Near Hammersmith.”
“That’s good,” Stanton said. “What else do you know? My wife’s name?”
“Barbara.”
Stanton nodded, impressed. “What about my car? Do you know the registration number?”
“You don’t have a car.”
Stanton smiled briefly. “You’re good. They said you were good.”
“But I know you, don’t I?”
“Not as well as I know you.” Stanton signaled the other two officers and they grabbed Kellin by the arms. Unclipping a projector from his belt, Stanton quickly punched in a number and said to the device, “Got him.”
The officers carried Kellin to the open cell at the end of the hall and threw him inside. He went sailing onto the floor, face first.
 
Glendir was sitting down to lunch when he heard the commotion in the hall. It sounded like some guards were arguing. He thought for a moment that one of the guards sounded like Kellin, but that was impossible. Kellin was far away from here by now, maybe even back aboard the Kumar.
He jumped from the desk when his shipmate sailed into the room.
“Kellin!” he cried.
Kellin rolled onto his back and lifted his head. The door slammed shut behind him. He gazed up at Glendir with a sheepish grin.
“I knew I’d find you,” he said.
“What are you doing here?” Glendir asked sternly. “I told you to look for the landing pod.”
Kellin smiled. “We did,” he said. “We found it.”
“You shouldn’t have come back here. You should have returned to the ship.”
Kellin lowered his eyes. “I know,” he said. “Sorry.”
Scowling, Glendir reached out a hand and helped him off the floor. “At least you’re okay.” 

Chapter 58
 
BONNIE ARRIVED IN LITTLETON shortly after noon. She planned to spend the next few days at the safe house with Peter. She wanted to be there in case Kellin showed up, and she also needed time to figure out her next move. Everything had happened so fast. She could scarcely believe her biology days were over, at least with the PC. She thought about looking for a similar job in the private sector, but she would need new creds, and the PC would no doubt be looking for recently-hired biologists over the next several months.
Besides, she didn’t want to work in the private sector. She wanted to return to her undercover role, collecting information about the PC in support of the cause. It’s all she’d ever done, as far back she could remember. Her contributions to the lagger com­munity had been im­measurable. Over the years she’d seen thousands of children born, and saved thousands more. She would’ve loved to continue her work, but she knew that was no longer an option. Those days were gone. No one would question her retirement after all these years—after all she’d done and all she’d been through—and for the first time in her very long life Bonnie Adams began to wonder if maybe now was the time to settle down and think about starting a family.
She sighed at the thought, then parked her car up the street and walked to the safe house. Sidewalks were empty and traffic was light. She entered the house from the alley and hurried to the basement. When she discovered Peter wasn’t there, she wasn’t worried. She decided he must have gone straight to camp. She knew he hadn’t been caught. Something like that would have been big news at the precinct. Peter had all kinds of contacts in the field, and when he left the warehouse in Rhode Island he could have as easily gotten a ride to camp as a ride to Littleton.
She turned on the television and flipped through a few channels, but nothing caught her interest. She climbed the ladder to the kitchen, then wandered into the living room and pulled a book from a shelf. She settled down into a comfortable easy chair to read, but couldn’t concentrate on the pages, and so fifteen minutes later she grabbed her coat and purse and crawled back out into the alley.
Outside the sun was shining, but the temperature was dropping and the sky was filling with clouds. She wrapped a scarf around her face and walked quickly to her car. She popped the canopy, but hesitated to climb in. She thought about going back to the house, to leave a note for Kellin. But she wasn’t sure what she could possibly tell him, other than how she was feeling, and she knew that wouldn’t do either of them any good. So she climbed in the car and lowered the roof, and drove off down the street.
 
Marjorie stood at attention in front of the commis­sioner’s desk looking remarkably smug. Contrary to her earlier concerns that Dawkins would blame her for the Adams debacle, the commissioner had actually taken the time to thank her for uncovering the spy, and was acting now as if Marjorie were some kind of authority on lagger counterintelligence.
Dawkins paced behind the desk with her arms wrapped tightly across her chest.
“What about her apartment?” she asked.
“Empty,” Marjorie said. “Soon as I got the DNA results, I sent officers to Somerville to check it out. I don’t think she even lived there.”
“What about contacts? Boyfriends? She’s not a bad looking girl. She must have had a few friends.”
Marjorie winced at that. “I don’t think so. She’s kind of a loner.”
“Someone got her this job.”
“Refs were hacked. All of them.”
Dawkins scowled. “Security’s up to its usual standards.”
“She left a few things behind in the lab,” Marjorie said. “Nothing we could use to trace her, though.”
“What about her car?”
“Nav says it’s parked outside a firehouse in Plymouth. But I checked. It’s not there.”
Dawkins shook her head, perplexed. “I don’t get it,” she said. “Adams worked with dozens of people. Someone has to know something about her.”
Marjorie thought about that for a moment. She wondered if Trevor could tell them anything. She wished she could see Trevor’s face when he found out Bonnie was a lagger. So much for his little crush. Bonnie and Trevor. What was going on between those two, anyway? They were both in the lab last night. She thought they drove to Littleton together. She knew Bonnie was in the car—she’d seen her get in. But Trevor said he never left the precinct. If Bonnie wasn’t meeting Trevor in Littleton, then what was she doing there?
“You know,” she said thoughtfully, “we might have another lead. Last night I had Bonnie followed. She drove to a house in Littleton.”
Dawkins raised her eyebrows. “You had her followed?”
Marjorie shrugged. “I got suspicious. I’m won­dering now if it might be some kind of lagger safe house.”
Dawkins’ face lit up. “Safe house?”
 
Dawkins dropped into her chair. A lagger safe house. This was almost too good to be true. If you played your cards right, a safe house could lead you to a camp. Her heart raced at the thought.
Dawkins knew a camp existed somewhere in New York. Over the years she had interrogated dozens of laggers, and more than a few had alluded to a camp upstate. But New York was out of her jurisdiction. If she knew the exact location she could organize a raid and send in troops before New York found out about it. Once they learned of the raid it would be too late. Commissioner Dufour could hardly complain to Paris about someone else finding a lagger camp in his own backyard.
The discovery of a camp was the ultimate achievement of any WPCA commissioner. Dawkins had never found one, but then neither had any­one else, at least among the incumbent commissioners. No lagger camp had been found in years. No one knew if this was because fewer camps existed, or because laggers were getting better at hiding them. The WPCA touted the former, extolling their brilliant eradication efforts, but Dawkins believed the latter was closer to the truth.
Arial surveillance would have been the answer, but even unmanned drones had been banned since the Florence disaster. By treaty, most of the nations around the globe supported the WPCA financially, but there wasn’t enough money in the PC budget to launch satellites. Countries with space programs and satellites in orbit couldn’t be bothered to use them to look for lagger camps. That’s what they paid the PC to do.
In addition to being well-hidden, lagger camps were known to be mobile. Once a camp was found, you had to move quickly, within hours. If you had the element of surprise, a well-coordinated effort could round up a thousand laggers in a single blow. A thousand laggers. A victory like that would elevate any WPCA official to legendary status. Minor escapes and lagger spies would quickly be forgotten.
Until now, Dawkins had been frustrated in her efforts to find even an approximate location of the camp. Whenever she thought New York wasn’t looking she’d send small patrols over the border to search for the camp, but there was just too much ground to cover. The patrols never found anything, at least nothing she could link to the camp. The aircraft they found last Thursday turned out to be a dead end. But now, if Marjorie was right, she had a lagger safe house, and that would lead her to a camp.
She picked up her projector and called security, ordering a squad of offi­cers to meet her in the briefing room. She then rounded up half a dozen vans and had them parked outside the admin­istration building.
Marjorie accompanied the officers to Littleton and identified the house she’d seen Bonnie enter. Officers stripped the outer walls and searched the place top to bottom. They didn’t find anything out of the ordinary in the rooms upstairs, but they did find a network of underground tunnels leading from the basement, indisputable evidence of a lagger safe house.
Marjorie called the commissioner with the news. She reported they hadn’t found any laggers, but Dawkins wasn’t concerned about that. She ordered Marjorie to clear everyone out of Littleton, and make sure the house was left exactly as they found it. When Marjorie arrived back at the precinct an hour later, Dawkins had her send Trevor Young to her office. The commissioner needed a patsy for the first step of this operation, and the baby-faced guard had clearly earned that distinction. 

Chapter 59
 
TREVOR SHUFFLED INTO the commissioner’s office understandably nervous. He’d already figured out his next career move, but he wasn’t looking forward to the actual firing.
“Mr. Young,” Dawkins began. It sounded more like a statement than a greeting. The commissioner was sitting comfortably behind her desk, fingers drumming on the semi-polished surface.
“You’ve created quite a bit of trouble for us in the past few days,” she said tersely.
Trevor tensed. Here it comes.
“I believe you need a chance to redeem yourself.”
“What?”
“I have a job for you.”
“For me?” This could not be good. Trevor shuffled his feet.
“How much do you know about laggers?” Dawkins asked.
“Just what I learned in training.”
“That’ll have to do.” She stood up from her chair and walked around the desk. She sat on the top of the desk directly in front of Trevor and crossed her legs.
“I want you to convince me you’re a lagger.”
“Ma’am?” Trevor swallowed hard. Dawkins was way too close.
“Pretend I’m out to get you,” she said. “The PC is chasing you and you need to get away. Where would you go?”
“A camp?” he guessed.
“You’ll do fine. In a few minutes, I’m going to have officers drive you to a house in Littleton. I want you to wait there until another person arrives, and then I want you to convince that person you need to get to a lagger camp.”
“Who’s this other person?”
“You let me worry about that. Can you do this?”
Trevor didn’t imagine he had much choice. “Yes, ma’am,” he said.
Dawkins patted him on the cheek, and for the first time in years, if not ever, she smiled.
 
In Littleton, PC officers dropped the walls of the safe house long enough to allow Trevor, now outfitted in civilian garb, to run inside. The officers left a car parked on the street, and then headed back to Boston.
Trevor wandered through the house, inspecting the furniture, the books, and the paintings on the walls. The house was clean, warm, and inviting, but Trevor was uncomfortable. Laggers lived here, and laggers were not nice people. Everyone knew it. They were mean and selfish. They didn’t care what would happen to the population if everyone started having children.
Laggers couldn’t be trusted. He’d heard plenty of stories about laggers stealing cars and food, attacking security guards and PC officers, even destroying property just for the fun of it. He couldn’t remember having ever met a lagger, except for the few that came through the precinct from time to time, and those were usually unconscious or at least really out of it whenever Trevor saw them. But even if he’d never actually talked to a lagger himself, he knew they were mean and selfish, and he didn’t like them.
He drifted into the living room, and through the transparent walls of the house he could see the sun moving in and out behind shifting clouds. He blinked his eyes and suddenly realized he was exhausted. It was only around one in the afternoon, but he’d been up for more than twenty-four hours and he’d suffered through a long morning. He sat down in an easy chair to rest, and as he sunk into the pillows he thought he smelled a familiar perfume. Jasmine or something. He couldn’t place it.
He got up after a couple of minutes and wandered into the kitchen. Rummaging through the cabinets, he didn’t find anything he wouldn’t have to cook, and decided he wasn’t hungry. He tried the door to the basement and found it unlocked, so he climbed down the ladder, walked over and turned on the television, then curled up on the sofa. Two minutes later he was sound asleep.
 
Dawkins wasn’t looking forward to the next step in her plan. She only hoped she could pull it off without arousing any suspicion. She needed a lagger, preferably one who knew the exact location of the camp. The lagger she gave to Commissioner Dufour would have been perfect—she’d interrogated him herself, and the man definitely knew something about a camp in upstate New York. But Dufour had him now. She needed him back. She knew Dufour would not simply hand him over, but maybe she could make a trade. Or at least pretend to make a trade.
She sat down at her desk and dialed up the New York precinct on her holocon. It was Sunday afternoon and Dufour wasn’t in his office, but the holocon patched the call through to his Park Avenue apartment.
Dufour, dressed in silk robe and slippers, grimaced at the intrusion.
“What is it?” he asked coldly.
“Sorry to bother you,” Dawkins said, effecting the most pleasant face she could muster without actually smiling, “but it seems one of our offi­cers made a mistake this morning. I believe he inadvertently gave you the wrong lagger.”
“Pardon?”
“You wanted the Kingston lagger. The lagger he gave you was found in Littleton.”
“We ‘ave the wrong laguerre?”
Dawkins grimaced. The Frenchman’s accent grated like fingernails on a chalkboard. But she had to stay cool. She hoped Dufour would mistake her bitter expression for contrition.
“There was some confusion over cell assign­ments,” she said. “I’ve already dealt with the officer responsible. We’ll send you the Kingston lagger immediately.”
Dufour sniffed. “Very well. I will ‘ave my office contact you when we ‘ave received this lagger.”
“There’s just one other thing,” Dawkins said, struggling to maintain her composure.
Dufour frowned. “Yes?” he asked suspiciously.
“We finished the paperwork on the lagger from Littleton this morn­ing. Ottawa is expecting him tonight. You need to ship him up to Canada, right away.”
Dufour hesitated, and Dawkins knew she was pushing it. By confessing to the lagger mix-up she was playing the vulnerability card, and counting on his arrogance. She held her breath while he glared at her, then acceded.
“Very well,” he said, “I will call my office.” Still scowling, he shut down the holocon from his end.
Dawkins exhaled. She ran her fingers through her hair and slumped back in her leather chair.
Half an hour later she called the New York precinct to confirm the lagger’s departure. She talked to the head of security there, a man named Fenwick, who assured her that the lagger would be in Ottawa before five o’clock. Dawkins expressed concern about traffic on the Albany express­way, but Fenwick explained that the vans would not be going through Albany. Dawkins asked how he hoped to get the lagger to Ottawa by five if they didn’t take the expressway, and Fenwick laid out the full itinerary.
Dawkins took complete notes.
She shut down the holocon and called Deke Stanton into her office. For the next phase of the operation she needed someone smart and trust­worthy, someone who could think on his feet. She knew the job would be dangerous. If Stanton were caught she’d have to deny any knowledge of his actions, and probably have him jailed for treason. She’d lose one of her best officers. But no man was more loyal to her than Deke Stanton, and for this job, that was the primary qualification. Like Dawkins, Stanton understood the lagger problem intrinsically, and he could be counted on to do just about anything to stop them. Including break the law. 

Chapter 60
 
DEKE SELECTED two of his most trusted officers, Charlie and Alan, to accompany him. Charlie Jackson was a long-time friend and a fellow academy alumnus. He’d been number two in Deke’s graduating class, right behind Deke. Even better, he’d worked for the Transportation Board before retiring from that job and joining the PC, and he was an expert on navs and traffic routing.
Alan Bates wasn’t an expert on anything, but he did have a reputation for taking the most amazing chances. Alan was on his fourth spleen and fifth right leg, as far as he could remember, and he was one of those people who seemed to heal quickly. Deke knew he could depend on Alan for just about anything.
To carry out the mission they would need three cars, so each of them drove. Gray and blue uniforms were left behind. They dressed like ordinary citizens, in plain shirts and jackets. Alan had highlighted his hair with a touch of gray, and Deke and Charlie wore theater makeup to add a few years. They could pass for laggers, which was exactly what they were going for. Deke outlined the route Dufour’s vans would be taking to Ottawa, and Charlie figured out exactly when and where the roads would need to be blocked. Their first trip was to Harriman, New York, where they parked all three cars across the highway just east of town. Dufour’s vans were cruising up highway 87 near Arden at the time, and the local traffic computers, seeing the road was blocked, re­routed the vehicles north toward Albany.
Three more stops—in Woodstock, Bristol, and Springfield, Massa­chusetts—placed Dufour’s vans on the road to Littleton. Deke, Alan, and Charlie drove ahead and parked a few kilometers south, near the town of East Bolton. From here they’d have to proceed on foot, so they arranged the vehicles neatly across the road and took a hammer to the each of the navs. The resulting destruction immobilized the cars, and the local trans­portation computers—forced to assume the vehicles were still blocking the road despite the loss of a signal—began diverting traffic around the accident site.
Charlie had timed the final stop perfectly. Dufour’s vans were too close to town and too far from the last intersection to be diverted. The traffic computers determined instead it would be more efficient to stop the vans altogether and wait for the accident to clear. Local traffic officials would soon arrive on the scene, remove the disabled vehicles, and notify the transportation authorities that the road was once again passable, a process the computers had calculated would take exactly 17.83 minutes.
What the computers didn’t know was that Charlie had already called the local authorities—using all of the proper codes and jargon—and told them they were in the process of clearing the accident them­selves. No need to send anyone else out.
Deke, Alan, and Charlie stood in the middle of the highway, half a kilometer from the disabled cars, and watched the approaching vans glide to a stop a hundred meters up the road. Deke grimaced at the minimal security. Only two vans, no more than a dozen men. That made their job easier, but he wasn’t looking forward to what they were about to do.
Deke and Charlie raced into the woods on either side of the road, Deke to the right and Charlie to the left. They circled around to flank the vans. Alan attacked head-on, sprinting up the highway, shouting like a madman and waving stun tubes with both hands. In the lead van, officers peered out at the crazed man and panicked, scrambling out of the vehicle on both sides and running for cover. Three officers dove into a ditch along the left side of the road, the other three ran and cowered behind trees on the right.
In the rear van, officers climbed out to see what was going on, and quickly ducked between the vehicles when Alan began firing at them. Offi­cers gamely fired back, stun tubes bristling, flashes of amber filling the air. Alan went down, rolling across the road and landing on his belly. Charlie straddled a branch high in a tree just up the hill from the vans. He could see the three officers in the ditch below, forty meters away. He watched as one of them climbed to his feet and started toward Alan. Aiming his stun tube with both hands, he fired on the moving target and the officer crumpled to the ground.
Officers in the ditch whipped around to see where the shot came from, and Charlie fired quickly, taking out both of them before either could get off a shot. Swinging down from the tree, he hopped to the ground just as the branches lit up from shots fired by officers on the road. He rolled into the ditch next to the two downed officers and shoved the limp bodies aside.
Alan, disabled but still conscious, began firing wildly toward the vans. An officer climbed to the roof of the lead van for a better angle on him, and Charlie took out the officer with one shot. The man rolled off the roof, dropping to the road with a thud. Charlie winced, then ducked as another officer ran out from between the vans, firing in his direction. A flash from Alan’s tube caught the officer in the legs and he tumbled to the ground. Officers between the vans quickly returned fire, and Alan took a shot to the face that knocked him out cold.
Across the road, Deke peered down from the top of a rise fifty meters from the highway. Three of Dufour’s officers were scattered in the woods below, but Deke could only see two, hugging trees with their eyes glued to the road. He could’ve blasted them both, but not without giving away his position. He crept down the hill until the third officer appeared behind a tree, close to the road.
Deke made his move, charging down the hill and laying down a blanket of amber. He blasted two of the officers on the run, then dove for the ground and came up firing. An orange streak of light grazed his ear as the third man fell. Two officers charged out from between the vans and raced for the trees, firing at Deke on the run.
Across the road, Charlie bounded out of the ditch and blasted the first, but the second whipped around and got off a clean shot, sending Charlie to the pave­ment. The officer turned back to the trees just in time to get a face-full of amber from Deke’s stun tube. Deke watched the man fall, then ran down the hill and took cover behind an oak tree five meters from the road. He pressed his back to the tree and did the math on the remaining troops. Charlie had taken out four of the officers and Alan had nailed two. Deke had eliminated four. That left two.
Deke checked his stun tube. The meter at the base of the tube wasn’t looking good. Only four or five shots left, and the last few wouldn’t be all that convincing. He thought about procuring a tube from one of the downed officers, but they were all too exposed. He wasn’t sure he could he reach them before getting blasted by one of the officers between the vans. Those two were going to be a problem. The element of surprise was gone, and Charlie and Alan were out of commission. Deke would have to take them out himself.
He rolled out from behind the tree and zig-zagged toward the vans. One of the officers waved his tube wildly, trying to line up a shot, and Deke blasted him twice. The first shot spun him around and the second took out his knees, but Deke could tell the shots were weak. The man was on the ground, unable to stand, but conscious and flailing his arms. He looked like he might still be a problem, but Deke couldn’t afford to waste another shot on him.
Deke raced to the lead van and crouched in front. He peered around the left side, trying to get a bead on the remaining officer. A face popped out from an open door and Deke fired. The pale yellow shot ricocheted feebly off the left side of the van and died. The face popped out again and Deke raised his tube to fire, but the officer only grinned. Deke stood up and tossed his empty tube aside. It clattered to the ground. He backed away from the van with both arms out and palms forward, cursing and shaking his head. Commissioner Dawkins would not be happy. Still grin­ning, the officer stepped out of the van and raised his tube. He gestured for Deke to get down on his knees, but Deke only sneered at the man, steeling his body for the blast. The smiling officer shrugged and took aim.
Instantly, the smile vanished. Glancing to his right, the officer’s eyes filled with alarm. A moment later he crumpled to the ground in a flash of amber.
 
A frightened Scott Turner stepped out from behind the lead van, a stun tube from a fallen officer in his hand. He surveyed the carnage—a dozen officers sprawled across the road in assorted states of con­sciousness, two injured civilians, out cold, and a third man, another civilian, staring at him from across the road.
The man waved an arm, a friendly greeting. Scott thought he looked old, possibly a fellow lagger. The man gestured to the forested hills off to his right, and Scott glanced up at the trees. That looked like a good bet. Turning back to the man, Scott nodded his thanks and took off running.
Scott couldn’t believe his luck. He knew exactly where he was, just fifteen kilometers south of the Littleton safe house. The ambush could not have happened in a better spot. He remembered the nav card under the tele­vision in the basement of the safe house. The woman from the PC, Bonnie, had made him leave it behind when they drove to the library. Would it still be there? If he could get to the house and somehow find a car with a hacked nav, he could use the card to get to Peter’s camp.
 
Deke watched glumly as Scott disappeared into the trees, then ran to Charlie and carried him to the lead van. He placed his friend carefully in back, then went to collect Alan. Both men were okay, although Charlie was bleeding from a gash in his hip and Alan looked like he might need a new foot.
Deke ran up the road to the three dead cars and pushed them off the highway, then hurried back to the lead van and hopped in. After notifying the transportation authorities that the road was clear, he cancelled the nav’s Ottawa destination and punched in a code for a hospital in Boston.
 
When Gerard Dufour got the news that the vans carrying the prisoner to Ottawa had been ambushed by a marauding band of laggers, and the prisoner had escaped, he stomped through the living room of his Park Avenue apartment and went straight to the liquor cabinet.
His office had told him that almost two dozen laggers were involved in the attack, and they’d been armed to the teeth. Officers on the scene were completely overwhelmed. What was worse, at least in Dufour’s mind, was that the laggers had tricked the transportation computers into redirecting the convoy, which meant someone from his office had leaked the route. He poured himself a shot of cognac, downed it in one gulp, then slammed the glass on the bar and poured another.
The real problem, he realized, was the so-called Kingston lagger. He knew as soon as he’d gotten the man to New York that he wasn’t the lagger Professor Collier had described. For one thing, the man had the regular assortment of synthetic genes. For another, he knew nothing about disabling stun tubes, and even less about outer space. When Dawkins called earlier to report the mix-up, he should’ve been more suspicious. She never had any intention of giving him the Kingston lagger. He was sure of that. The man was probably still locked up in the Boston precinct now.
Dufour downed another cognac and tried to make sense of the situa­tion. He could certainly under­stand why Dawkins would want to keep the Kingston lagger, especially if he was anything like the man Professor Collier had described. What he couldn’t understand was why she wanted the other lagger sent to Ottawa. What possible difference could that have made?
None, except for the fact that the vans had been mysteriously am­bushed, and the lagger released.
Dufour checked his watch. Five o’clock in New York, 10:00 p.m. in Paris. He grabbed his projector and placed a call. 

Chapter 61
 
BONNIE DROVE quickly from Littleton to the camp and spent most of the trip trying to convince herself that Peter would not be there. She knew Peter wouldn’t consider returning to camp a priority. Before he myste­riously appeared in Boston last Friday, she hadn’t seen him in over two months. It’s not that Peter was undependable, it’s just that he had a mind of his own. And he was a little undependable.
Right now, he was probably out with friends somewhere, wreaking havoc on some PC installation or just hanging out, and forgetting all about his promise to meet her in Littleton. He could be any­where by now. He certainly wouldn’t be at the camp. Bonnie was sure of that. But when she arrived at camp half an hour before sundown and learned that no one had seen or heard from Peter in weeks, she was devastated.
Within minutes of Bonnie’s arrival, news of her blown cover and Peter’s escape from the PC was all over camp. No one had ever heard of a lagger escape before. It was a miracle, a sign of hope. A banquet was quickly arranged in the gazebo to celebrate Bonnie’s triumphant return, but the mood was dampened by Peter’s absence and Annie Franklin’s prophesies of doom.
“We have to move now,” the ferret-faced woman announced to the gathering as soon as the meal was underway. “No one on the inside. PC could be plan­ning a raid right now. As we speak. We wouldn’t have a clue.”
Frank Davies raised his arms to quiet the buzzing crowd. He promised a meeting would be held in the morning to discuss plans for the immediate future.
“We do have other options,” he said. “Leroy still has a few tricks up his sleeve. We might be able to sneak someone else into the precinct.”
Annie shook her head defiantly. “They’ll be looking for it. Face it, we’re deaf, dumb, and blind. We have to start packing. Tonight.”
The crowd fell silent and turned to Bonnie. She gazed past Annie, past the crowd, and out to the darkening lake. The first glow of twilight was in the air, Venus and Jupiter just visible in the western sky. She looked north, toward Cassiopeia, but the stars weren’t out yet. She sighed and turned to Annie.
“Not tonight,” she said quietly, and everyone nodded in somber agreement. She rose from the table, turned and stepped down from the gazebo, then walked off toward a light in the distance, a small cabin on the edge of camp, her home.
 
Scott avoided all the roads. He scrambled over hills and splashed through creeks and fought his way through bushes and trees, keeping the glow from the western sky on his left. His clothes were torn and he was freezing. He was also tired and hungry, and his hands were stinging from cuts and scrapes imparted by sharp rocks and rough branches along the way.
But his spirits were high. He still couldn’t believe his luck. Rescued from the PC, and no idea who to thank for it. He didn’t recognize any of the laggers who attacked the vans, and he certainly couldn’t imagine how they might’ve known he was on his way to Ottawa.
The glow to the west began to fade, and Scott kept moving in the general direction of Littleton, but two kilometers later the sky was black and it was too dark to see anything. He was about to call it a night when he crested a ridge and spotted the water tower bathed in lights at the south end of town. Working his way down the hillside, he climbed into the storm drain and found his way back to the safe house through the wood-lined tunnels.
The basement was dark, but light from the kitchen filtered through the narrow opening below the door. He crossed the basement to the television, tilted it back, and reached underneath, smiling as his hand closed over the nav card. He slipped it out and stuffed it into his shirt pocket, then hurried back to the light under the door. He was halfway up the ladder when he heard a noise behind him. He spun around and almost fell. Someone was here—a fellow lagger, asleep on the sofa. Scott jumped down from the ladder and found a light switch. He woke the man and learned his name was Trevor.
Scott and Trevor went upstairs to the kitchen and Scott fixed dinner for both of them. Scott asked Trevor what camp he was from, and Trevor said he didn’t really know, that he’d only been with LAGI a short time, after a long career with the Utilitarian Board. He said he’d become dis­enchanted with the board’s economic policies, which placed too high a premium on safety and not enough on manufacturing. He’d made several enemies among his co-workers by urging a more equitable distribution of wealth, and found himself disagreeing more and more with the govern­ment. And then he met a girl.
“A lagger?” Scott asked, and Trevor nodded.
“What happened to her?”
“She got caught,” Trevor said. He had practiced this story well, with­out any idea how close he was to the actual truth.
Scott nodded in sympathy. “What are you going to do now?” he asked.
“PC’s looking for me,” Trevor replied. “My creds are no good. I need to get to a camp.”
“Any idea where we can get a car?”
Another stroke of luck. Trevor not only had a car, but the car’s nav had already been hacked. Scott pulled the black card out of his pocket and waved it in the air. “Our ticket out of here,” he said, and within minutes the two of them were out of the house and on the road.
 
It was Sunday evening and Commissioner Dawkins was still at the precinct. She was almost afraid to leave. The weekend had been a nightmare, and all of the bad news had arrived when she was home in her apartment. At the precinct, she could keep everything under control. In a few hours she would get the news that the security guard she’d planted at the safe house in Littleton had reported in from the lagger camp, and then the fun would begin. She wanted to be here for that. She couldn’t wait.
The only problem at the moment was Collier. The professor had been insisting on seeing her all day, and he stood now in front of her desk, pestering her with stupid questions about the landing pod. He just would not let go of the thing. He was hanging on to that pod like a dog with a shoe in its teeth.
Dawkins glared across the desk at him. “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you,” she said stubbornly. “There is no landing pod.”
“I know you have it.” Collier was equally stub­born.
“Go back to New York. You’re just getting in the way here.”
“I’m not—”
Collier stopped. Footsteps were running through the hall. He turned to look just as Marjorie burst in to the office. “Oh, sorry Commissioner,” Marjorie said, skid­ding to a halt and glancing over at Collier. “I thought you were alone.”
“I am. What do you want?”
Marjorie glanced again at Collier. He looked annoyed. She turned back to the commissioner and said, “ID on Rhonden. Turns out he was the other guy at the Kingston train station. The other lagger.”
No surprise. Dawkins knew all along the space­men were behind the escapes. What really concerned her was the ease with which they’d been able to impersonate a PC officer and evade precinct security. It had already cost them one lagger, and if Dawkins hadn’t stepped in personally to foil their plans, it would’ve cost them another.
Marjorie shifted her weight back and forth on her feet. “What do you want to do with him?” she asked.
Dawkins scowled, suddenly realizing that her interest in the spacemen had evaporated. She had a lagger camp to destroy, and that was all that mattered at the moment.
“Nothing,” she said. “I’ll deal with them later.”
Collier seemed to sense Dawkins’ lack of interest. “Maybe it’s time to let them go,” he said.
Dawkins glared at him. “Don’t be ridiculous.”
“At least the old man. You could put him in my custody.”
“Why is this even an issue?”
“I need more time with him. At least hold off on the gamma tests.”
“Why? What’s the big deal with this lagger?”
“I don’t think he’s a lagger.”
“Of course he is,” Dawkins scoffed. “Look at him. One foot in the grave.”
“But he has important information.”
“I talked to him. He doesn’t.”
Collier took a deep breath. “Please Connie—Commissioner.” He glanced at Marjorie to see if she noticed the slip, but she was playing with her projector. “At least give them a trial,” Collier begged. “It wouldn’t look good for you to ship them off without a trial. Not after the lagger escapes, and now the biologist.”
Dawkins fumed at the mention of the biologist, but kept her anger in check. Phillip could be right. A trial wouldn’t be a bad idea. It might draw some attention away from the escapes, and with the proper line of questioning it could even reveal some useful information about the lagger camp. At the very least it would put an end to this ridiculous Alpha Centauri nonsense. Once the trial was over she could ship the spacemen to Ottawa without reproach, and that would be the end of it.
Dawkins turned to her assistant. “Schedule a trial. First thing in the morning. Let’s get this over with.” 

Chapter 62
 
THE MOON WAS RISING over the tops of the trees when Trevor’s car slipped through the thick under­brush and cruised to a halt in a small clearing outside a battered trailer. Scott peered out through the canopy, watching in alarm as the door to the rusty trailer creaked open and a man in full PC gear stepped out. He shrunk in his seat, terrified, as the man approached the car with a stun tube in his hand.
Trevor, unconcerned with the presence of a PC officer, casually popped the canopy. Scott gasped for breath, paralyzed with fear.
Frank Davies stood next to the car, eyeing Scott and Trevor suspi­ciously. “Evening,” he said. “This is a restricted area. Mind telling me how you got here?”
Scott was unable to speak, and dripping sweat despite the cold. His eyes scanned the forest, searching desperately for any means of escape.
Trevor shrugged and reached under the dash. He pulled out the nav card and held it up for Frank to see. “We used this,” he said calmly.
Scott stared at Trevor in horror.
Frank nodded warily. “We don’t get many visitors out here.” He waited for one of the men to respond, but Trevor didn’t know what to say and Scott just stared wide-eyed at the stun tube.
Frank grimaced. “You see many folks on the road?”
Scott finally took the hint. “Oh,” he said. “No, sir. We haven’t seen a soul.”
Frank nodded. “You had breakfast?”
Scott breathed a huge sigh of relief, but then frowned. Something about the code business nagged at him. But he couldn’t figure out what it was, so he let it go.
“You had us going there for a minute,” he said, then pointed to the stun tube. “Is that real?”
Frank grinned and aimed the tube at the trees. The amber flash lit up the clearing like a ball of fire. Scott cringed, then grabbed the nav card from Trevor and hopped out of the car.
“Do you know Peter Adams?” he asked, waving the nav card. “We got this from him.”
Trevor bolted up in his seat. Adams?
Frank nodded. “Of course. Pete’s a legend around here. Not sure where he is right now. PC nabbed him two days ago, but his sister got him out.”
Trevor blinked. Sister?
Scott’s eyes lit up. “Wait a minute,” he said. “Pete escaped?”
“Sure did,” Frank said, sharing Scott’s amaze­ment. “Damnedest thing, too. His sister had this friend. Brought him here yesterday. The guy had a photographic memory or something. Walked through the Boston precinct like he owned the place. We got him a uniform and a couple of maps to the com­pound and he managed to convince everyone he was a PC officer from New York. We couldn’t believe it. Probably never would’ve believed it if we didn’t hear it straight from Bonnie.”
Trevor froze. Bonnie!
Scott nodded, still trying to calm his shaky nerves. “Okay if we hang out here awhile?” he said.
“You bet,” Frank replied. “Stay as long as you like.”
Scott and Trevor climbed out of the car and Frank led them through the ancient trailer. The air was cold and still and the camp was dark. Down by the lake, crickets chirped and bullfrogs croaked. Fires and lanterns were out, and most of the camp’s residents were sound asleep. Frank arranged for the new arrivals to stay in a guest cabin near the stables. Trevor nodded politely as Frank explained where to find extra blankets, how to operate the manual shower, and what to do in case of a raid.
 
Kellin and Glendir lay in narrow cots across from each other in the musty cell in building D. Kellin was back in civilian garb, his PC uniform having been confiscated by the authorities. The single overhead light was off, and it was pitch black in the room except for a sliver of light from under the door.
Glendir lay on his back with his hands behind his head, visualizing the reactor control room on the Kumar and running through the restart procedures. He did this partly out of habit and partly to keep his mind occupied. He knew it was purely an academic exercise. It wasn’t looking good for anyone getting back to the ship in the next twenty hours or so, and after that it wouldn’t matter. He began to wonder what might happen if they couldn’t return to Centauri. He thought Kellin would be okay. Kellin seemed right at home on Earth. Glendir, on the other hand, was still adjusting to the fact that the planet existed at all.
He decided the council would not risk sending another ship to rescue them. They couldn’t be sure the trip had been successful, or even that he and Kellin were still alive. They’d probably be able to detect the presence of the Kumar in orbit, but not for another four years. Travelling faster than light really was like going back in time.
If they couldn't go home, maybe there was a way to at least send the cure back to Centauri. He realized now that should’ve been their priority from the start. It might’ve helped if he’d been a little more accepting of Kellin’s ideas early on. A scientist should be open-minded. Not that he’d ever considered the Earth Society to be any sort of scientific endeavor, but still, any theory that didn’t violate the laws of physics had to be considered a possibility.
Glendir peered through the darkness at his ship­mate’s cot. He could just make out the outlines of Kellin’s face. He thought he was sleeping, until Kellin propped himself up on his elbows and announced he was going to try to find a way out.
“I already tried everything,” Glendir assured him, “except digging my way out. Good luck with that.”
“Maybe one of us could pretend to be sick.”
“I’m pretty sure they’ve heard that one.”
Kellin slumped back on his cot. His health hadn’t improved in the last twelve hours, and he wasn’t sure he’d have to pretend.
“We’re so close,” he said, staring at the ceiling. “Bonnie has the cure. We just have to get out of here, back to the landing pod.”
“Nothing’s going to happen tonight,” Glendir said. “In the morning, maybe the professor—”
A loud banging on the door cut him off. “Hey!” came a voice from the hall, “Shut up in there!”
Kellin stood up from his cot and shouted back. “I think I’m going to be sick! I need a doctor!”
Glendir rolled his eyes, but looked up in shock when the lock clicked and the door swung open. Maybe they hadn’t heard this one before.
The guard switched on the overhead light and slammed the door shut behind him. Glendir blinked until his eyes adjusted. He could see the gruff security guard waving a stun tube in Kellin’s face.
“Listen up,” the guard said. “I’m tryin’ to sleep out there. I wouldn’t even be here tonight if it wasn’t for you two clowns, so keep your goddamn traps shut! Got it?”
“I really don’t feel so good,” Kellin said.
The guard closed in with an angry sneer. “I don’t give a crap how you feel. You can die in here for all I care. Just do it without making any goddamn noise!”
Glendir noticed the guard wasn’t paying any attention to him. He seemed to be directing all of his anger at Kellin. Glendir stood slowly and slipped behind the guard, unseen. He looked around for something to use as a weapon, but Glendir had neither the experience nor the disposition to imagine what might be useful in that regard.
Kellin kept the guard focused on him. “But we’re not laggers,” he said. “We’re colonists from Alpha Centauri.”
The guard laughed. “You really believe that crap, don’t you? You guys are nuts.”
Glendir took another step closer. The guard started to turn away, but Kellin grabbed him by the sleeve.
“If you take us back to our landing pod,” Kellin said, “we could prove it.”
The guard angrily yanked his arm free. He pointed his stun tube directly at Kellin’s nose. “I don’t want to hear any more of that crap. Don't make me come back in here. Got it?”
Glendir was right behind the guard. It was now or never. He leapt at the guard, landing hard on his back.
“Hey!” the guard yelled, lurching forward. As he fell, he waved the stun tube wildly. The room filled with a sharp amber light.
Glendir grabbed the stun tube and tried to wrench it away, but the guard’s grip on the weapon was too strong. He wrestled for the tube, but then saw Kellin collapse onto his cot, unconscious. He jumped up and ran to his fallen shipmate just as another flash of amber swept through the cell. Glendir crumpled to the ground. 

Chapter 63
 
A HUNDRED AND FIFTY KILOMETERS to the southwest, in a rural part of upstate New York, Trevor Young woke in a pile of warm blankets. He took a few seconds to remember where he was, and a few more to convince himself he wasn’t dreaming. He sat on the edge of the bed and recalled the events of last night—Scott, Frank, the trip through the woods, the secret passcodes—and tried to figure out what he’d missed. Some of what he’d heard last night just didn’t make sense.
First of all, it wasn’t possible that Bonnie Adams was a lagger. She worked at the precinct, and she’d been there for years. A lagger could never infiltrate the WPCA and get away with it for that long. Commis­sioner Dawkins was too smart for that.
Besides, Bonnie was too nice to be a lagger. Everyone knew laggers were mean and selfish. Bonnie was an angel. Frank and Scott must have been talking about a different Bonnie Adams.
Trevor recalled his initial meeting with Scott at the safe house. Scott hadn’t asked him for any passcodes. Maybe he forgot. Trevor thought about the commissioner and wondered how she’d found out about the safe house in the first place. Maybe Marjorie knew something. Maybe there was a connection between the safe house and Marjorie’s late-night drive to Littleton.
What about the story of a lagger at the precinct pretending to be an officer from New York? Trevor had met an officer like that, but that man was with Bonnie, so he couldn’t have been a lagger.
Trevor was sitting up in bed, mulling all of this over when he remem­bered the smell of jasmine in the living room of the safe house.
Jumping out of bed, he gathered his clothes from the floor and threw them on. He pulled his boots over his socks, ran to the door, and stepped out into the brisk morning air. The camp was bustling with activity. Men and women were at work in the fields, and a few small people—Trevor guessed they were children—were running around down by the lake. Campfires roared near the cabins and the smell of coffee and hot breakfast filled the air.
The sight of all these people made Trevor nervous. His stomach rumbled and he felt ill. He knew he had to get away. He wasn’t going to be able to fool them for long. He ran inside the cabin and grabbed his coat, then started to leave, but went back to straighten the bed and fold the spare blankets.
Slipping quietly out of the cabin, he strolled toward the stables, head down and hands in his pockets. He walked along the perimeter of the camp and tried to find an exit, some way to escape, but tall trees and thick bushes surrounded the entire clearing. The undergrowth didn’t look impenetrable, but deeper into the woods Trevor could see tall poles with cameras mounted on top, and beyond that a steel fence, ten meters high, topped with barbed wire. The camp was sealed off from the outside world.
“Hey, there!”
The voice spun Trevor around. It was Frank, back at work cutting firewood. Frank slung a long axe over his shoulder. “Sleep well?”
Trevor wasn’t sure if that was just a friendly greeting or more lagger code. He smiled and waved. Frank was thirty meters away and Trevor would’ve had to shout a response, so a simple wave should have been enough. It wasn’t. Frank sauntered over to intercept him, still smiling and still wielding the axe.
“Sorry,” Frank said, switching the axe to his left hand and reaching out with his right, “Didn’t catch your name last night. I’m Frank. Frank Davies.”
Trevor shook his hand. “Trevor Young,” he said, trying to ignore the axe.
“Well, Mr. Young, welcome to New York. Our little corner of it, any­way. If you’re hungry, Rose Watson always cooks up more food than folks can eat. Her cabin’s down by the lake, southeast corner. Follow your nose. If you’re looking for work, the vegetables can always use a hand.”
“Vegetables?”
“The farm.” Frank pointed toward the fields. “But look, if you want to take a day or two off to relax, that’s fine too. No one’s going to begrudge you a few days’ rest, not after all you’ve been through. Being on the run can really take it out of a man.” Lowering the axe, he added, “Tell you what. I could use a bite to eat myself. Let me take you over and introduce you around. Least I can do.”
Rose Watson stirred a pot of oatmeal over an open fire outside her cabin. A dozen campers were sitting at tables nearby, eating eggs and po­tatoes and talking about the weather. When Frank and Trevor approached, campers looked up and waved.
Frank called out a friendly greeting, and Rose glanced up from the pot of oatmeal. She took one look at Trevor and beamed. She ran over to him and cupped his face.
“Why, he’s just a child,” she said. “How old are you, dear? Sixteen? Eighteen?”
Trevor winced. He hadn’t shaved in two days and he still looked like a baby.
Rose wrapped a motherly arm around his shoul­der and ushered him to a table. “Do you know where your parents are?” she asked.
“His name’s Trevor,” Frank said, taking a seat at the table across from Rose. “Friend of Pete’s brought him in last night.”
“Do you know Peter?” Rose asked, then without waiting for an answer said, “Have a seat, dear. You must be famished. Let me get you something.”
Trevor smiled cautiously and sat down. Rose ran back to the pot and dished out a large bowl of steaming oatmeal, then carried it back to the table and set it in front of Trevor. She handed him a spoon and watched him eat.
The oatmeal was good and hot. Trevor ate fast so he wouldn’t have to talk. Between spoonfuls, he looked around the camp for possible escape routes. He had to leave soon. Dawkins wanted him to report back to the precinct as soon as he located the camp. He should have left last night, under cover of dark­ness, with most of the laggers asleep. But he was tired.
He knew he had to get away from Frank and Rose. They were doing most of the talking, intro­ducing people and explaining how the camp worked, so they had to be in charge. They were probably busy with the camp most of the time, and they’d have to leave him alone before long. He was a stranger to everyone else, so once he was on his own he could probably slip out—over the fence if necessary—without getting caught.
But right now, Rose’s mothering was drawing a crowd. Campers were gathering around the table to meet the new arrival. Everyone wanted to know his story—where he was born, who his parents were, how long he’d been on the run, and how he knew Peter. And did he know Peter’s sister?
That’s when he saw her.
She was dressed in baggy pants and a fleece pullover, nothing like the sharp business attire she always wore at the precinct. She looked like all of the other campers, relaxed and totally at home. She carried a wicker basket in one hand and a metal con­tainer in the other, and was apparently on her way to deliver these items to Rose when she spotted Trevor. The basket and metal can slipped from her grasp and fell to the ground.
Trevor watched Bonnie’s eyes widen and her mouth drop open.
“Trevor?” she said, in stunned surprise.
Trevor’s heart pounded. His throat felt like con­crete and he couldn’t utter a sound. His eyes darted from side to side. Could he make a run for it?
“Trevor?” Bonnie repeated as she raced toward the table. The other campers backed away in warm smiles and sighs at what was obviously a heartfelt reunion. Bonnie stopped at the table, knelt in front of Trevor and reached for his hand.
“I didn’t know,” she said. Then she smiled and it was the most beauti-ful smile Trevor had ever seen.
“Who got you into the precinct?” she asked.
Trevor’s mind reeled. Blood drained from his face and he thought he might faint. What was she saying? Got him in? Did she think he was a spy? A lagger? Trevor swallowed hard and tried to recover.
“Hi, Miss Adams,” he said at last, and everyone gushed in happy accord. “Miss Adams.” How ador­able was this young man, just in from the cold?
The group crowded around to hear what Trevor had to say, but Bonnie did most of the talking. She explained to everyone that Trevor worked at the Boston precinct, that he knew everything about the PC’s operation, and that he’d gotten very close to the commissioner’s assistant. The campers took all of this in with still more smiles and sighs.
After breakfast Bonnie took Trevor by the arm and showed him around the camp.
“All these years,” she said as they wandered past the lake. “There we were, working together for the same cause in the same building, and we didn’t even know each other’s name.”
That wasn’t entirely accurate, of course. Trevor had known Bonnie’s name since his second day on the job. But he just nodded as pleasantly as he could.
“It’s really too bad,” Bonnie said. “I would’ve felt a lot better knowing you were there to back me up. We could’ve had a lot of fun together.”
“I’m sorry,” was all he could think to say. He wanted to cry.
“Where do you report?” Bonnie asked.
“What do you mean?”
“What camp?”
“Oh.” Trevor stared at the ground and tried to think. He had nothing. He started to sweat. The commissioner should’ve prepared him better than this. He wracked his brain and recalled an old rumor about a suspected lagger camp outside Toronto.
“It’s up in Canada,” he said finally. “Near Toronto.”
“Toronto? I heard they moved.”
“I, uh, that’s right. But then some of us moved back.”
Bonnie nodded, apparently satisfied with the answer. “You know,” she said, “you didn’t really have to leave the precinct. Just because I got caught doesn’t mean they knew about you.”
Trevor stopped alongside one of the giant water pumps and Bonnie turned to face him. Between the pump and the lake, they were hidden from the rest of the camp. Trevor gazed into Bonnie’s eyes. They looked so trusting. He just couldn’t do this.
“I have to tell you something,” he said. “And you’re not going to like it.”
Bonnie frowned. Trevor sat down on a metal cooling fan next to the pump and she sat next to him.
“I can’t lie to you anymore,” Trevor said. “I’m not a lagger.”
Bonnie’s face broke into a confused smile. “What do you mean? You’re here, aren’t you?”
“I wasn’t supposed to let you go yesterday. Com­missioner Dawkins was going to fire me.”
“But you didn’t know who I was. You were just doing your job. I was the one who lied.”
“The commissioner must’ve known about you. When she found out you were gone, she was really mad.”
“I can imagine. So that’s why you left? She was angry with you?”
Trevor shook his head. He was on the verge of tears. “She knew about the safe house. In Littleton.”
A shadow of fear washed over Bonnie’s face. “I don’t understand,” she said. “What are you saying?”
“Commissioner Dawkins sent me here.” Trevor forced himself to look into her eyes. “Not to get you—she doesn’t know you’re here—to find the camp.”
Bonnie swallowed hard. “You’re not a lagger?”
“I’m sorry,” he said, turning away. He couldn’t look at her. He stared instead at the pipes running from the water pump into the lake.
Bonnie reached out and took both of his hands. “Why are you telling me this?” she asked.
Trevor looked up. “Because I don’t want them to find you.”
“Well, that’s not a problem,” she assured him. “Just don’t tell them where we are.”
Trevor hesitated for a moment, then let go of her hands. Reaching down to his feet, he pulled off one of his boots. He pushed a bar on the inside edge of the heel and a small cover slid away. A faint blue glow radiated from a tiny object embedded in the shoe.
 
Frank Davies sprinted to his cabin and ran inside. He smashed a plate glass cover over a large red button mounted above his fireplace, and a piercing klaxon sounded throughout the camp. Everyone immediately dropped what they were doing and ran toward the middle of the camp. Annie Franklin was first in line at the evacuation center.
Nobody blamed anyone. No one thought it was Bonnie’s fault or Peter’s fault or even Trevor’s fault. Laggers accepted the fact that the PC would always be looking for them, and every so often they would have to move. In any case there wasn’t time to worry about blame. They’d estimated how long it would take the PC to organize a raid, and figured troops would arrive sometime around eleven. It was eight o’clock now, which gave them just under three hours to pack everything up, charge all of the power supplies, and prepare the escape vehicles.
Everyone had a job to do, and everyone went quickly about their work. Tanker trucks were lined up by the lake and the pumps were redirected to fill them with fresh water. A team of men uprooted the video gear from the edge of the clearing, while another group followed behind and tore down fences. More teams spread throughout the camp to collect clothes, food, blankets, appliances, and tools in large wheeled carts.
Thirty-five shipping containers, each twenty meters long and five meters high, were hauled out of a storage facility behind the stables and dragged by trucks to the east end of the camp. Tents were folded and stuffed into three of the containers. Solar panels were gathered up on trucks and loaded into another five. Still more were packed with furniture, tools, robots, computers, video gear, and anything else the campers could fit. 

Chapter 64
 
THE HASTILY ARRANGED TRIAL of the two laggers from Kingston was scheduled to start in the Boston precinct courthouse promptly at 7:30 a.m. However, Commissioner Dawkins didn’t arrive at the precinct until eight, and the trial could hardly start without her, seeing as how the commissioner was the presiding judge. This was the tradition in all precincts, and was likely a major factor in the remarkably high lagger conviction rate of one hundred percent.
To convict a lagger, the prosecution had several tools at its disposal. Most effective were medical records indicating that the M-gene had been turned off. There was no defense for that. Any other genetic tampering was similarly indefensible, as was of course evidence of maternity or paternity. Association with a known lagger was also strong grounds for a con­viction, said association being easily proven with a reasonably-undoctored photo­graph or somewhat believable hearsay testimony.
Lagger trials were not held to any strict legal standards, but they did follow generally-accepted practices of courtroom jurisprudence, insofar as those practices did not interfere with a guilty verdict. The WPCA made their own rules, and legal systems in most nations around the world either accepted those rules, or looked the other way.
Lagger trials were public affairs held in large auditoriums, although few people ever attended, as the usual courtroom drama associated with an unanticipated and possibly scandalous verdict was non-existent. The verdict was always the same.
In terms of attendance, the trial of the Kingston laggers would be no different, attracting only a small number of security guards and PC officers, and a few other precinct employees with nothing better to do. The only non-WPCA observer today would be the distinguished academic from New York, Professor Phillip Collier.
 
Collier entered the administration building with a knot in his stomach and an overriding sense of dread. Glendir was about to disappear forever, and Collier needed more time with him. There were too many loose ends in the old man’s story, too many pieces of the puzzle that didn’t fit. Collier still had no idea whether Glendir and Kellin were even telling the truth. It all seemed so incredible.
In his gut, Collier knew they couldn’t possibly be from outer space. They certainly had some oddball genes, no question about it. They might be mutants, or the product of some bizarre lagger experiments, but they were not from another planet. Collier was certain of that. Almost positive.
The only thing that continued to bother him was the light board. He’d been up all night analyzing Glendir’s equations, carefully following the proofs, studying the results, and he couldn’t find a single error in the logic. If Glendir’s bizarre intelligence component had any basis in reality, the consequences of that light board would be staggering. It would launch a revolution in science. Before Collier could endorse that revolution, however, he would need to have several questions answered, and the only way he would get those answers is if the old man, for the first time in the history of the Boston WPCA, could somehow secure an acquittal at trial.
The professor accepted a pass from the guard at the front desk, then crossed the lobby and hurried into a wide corridor that led to the court­room. After a short distance the hallway opened up into a large, paneled vestibule, where a dozen PC officers loitered near a pair of tall oak doors. Collier brushed past the officers and reached out with both hands to a set of heavy brass handles, then pulled the doors open and stepped inside.
The courtroom was huge, large enough to seat the entire precinct commission behind two raised benches, hold several dozen defendants in a circular depression the size of an orchestra pit, and entertain an audience of thousands in long rows facing the panel of judges. Today, however, the giant hall was nearly empty. Lights were low and the benches were unoccupied, judges and defendants having yet to be introduced.
Collier joined the handful of onlookers in the first row of the gallery, close to the defendant’s pit. At lagger trials, members of the audience were permitted to ask questions of the defendants, an activity that assisted the WPCA in identifying more laggers, as anyone speaking to a lagger was probably also a suspect, and so few spectators were inclined to do so. But Collier had a long list of questions for the old man, and he was willing to take the risk.
After a few minutes, lights went up at the front of the auditorium, bathing the stage in a soft white glow. A security guard entered from a side door near the bench and called out, “All rise!” as if the vast hall were packed. Collier and the rest of the two dozen spectators climbed to their feet.
Sixteen members of the Boston precinct com­mission filed in and took seats at the bench. Most were dressed in PC officer uniforms with full regalia, but a few wore traditional black robes. Commissioner Dawkins entered in gray slacks and a loose sweater and took a seat in a raised chair at the center of the stage, behind a tall pulpit that separated the two benches. When all of the judges had been empaneled, the guard made an announcement for everyone to sit, and onlookers in the gallery settled back into their cushioned chairs.
A moment later, six PC officers escorted Kellin and Glendir through a side door into the defendant’s pit. The officers quickly returned to the door and exited the courtroom, leaving the Centauris standing in the pit alone, unaccompanied by counsel or other representation. Collier was pleased to note that the prisoners were unbound and appeared calm, either resigned to their fate or else believing that the com­mission would somehow listen to reason.
Last to enter the courtroom was Marjorie Gould. Marjorie would represent the prosecution, such as it was, in a clerical if not strictly a legal sense. She walked to a spot on stage in front of the bench and stood across from the lagger pit.
Dawkins lowered her gavel with a bang. “Let’s get this over with,” she proclaimed from the bench, dispensing with all of the usual legal preliminaries such as identifying the defendants or reading the charges.
“Do we have the medicals?” she asked.
Marjorie turned to the panel of judges, avoiding Dawkins icy glare. “Yes, ma’am,” she said, her eyes at the moment fixed on one of the more handsome members of the panel. “Genomes have been fully catalogued.”
Dawkins nodded and turned to the prisoners. “What do you have to say in your defense?” she asked, knowing full well there was no defense. She glared at Glendir contemptuously, daring him in particular to speak.
 
Glendir stood in the pit and surveyed his surround­ings. He could see the bench to his left, brightly-lit and high up on a stage. Because of the depth of the pit he couldn’t see much of the darker gallery, only a few spectators in the first row. He looked over at Kellin, then turned to the commissioner.
“Only that we didn’t come here to do any harm,” he replied.
Dawkins shook her head in disgust. “That didn’t work out so well, did it? You shouldn’t have come here at all.”
“If you let us go,” Glendir offered, “we’ll leave.”
Dawkins nodded thoughtfully, as if giving the matter some considera­tion. “Perhaps you can convince the court of your good intentions,” she said, “by providing us with some information.”
“What sort of information?”
“Names of your associates in the lagger community.”
Glendir frowned. He looked down at the plastic floor and weighed his options. Kellin had spent several hours last night describing the workings of the lagger camp, and he mentioned a lot of names. Glendir didn’t know any of the people in the camp, but he remembered the names. He looked up at the bench, leveling his gaze directly at the commis­sioner.
“We can’t give you that information,” he said.
The audience gasped. Defying the commissioner was a death sentence.
 
Collier watched as Dawkins’ face turned a bright crimson. She looked furious, but he felt no sympathy for her. He was curious, though, about something she’d said to Glendir. You shouldn't have come here at all. What did she mean by that? Where did she think they came from?
Dawkins quickly recovered her composure.
“Very well,” she said, then looked back and forth at her fellow judges. “Any questions for the laggers?” she asked, in a manner that suggested a negative response would be appropriate. The bench was silent, but Collier stood up in the gallery.
“I have a question for one of them,” he said, and all eyes turned to the professor. He took a deep breath. In fact he didn’t really know what to ask. If Connie were on the stand he’d have plenty of questions. With Glendir, all he could think to do was stall for time. Maybe he could elicit some kind of response that would convince at least a few of the judges—and himself as well—that Kellin and Glendir were telling the truth.
Dawkins slumped back in her plush chair and folded her arms.
“Go ahead,” she said with a dismissive shrug. 
Collier pushed his glasses up on his nose and turned to the defendants. “Mr. Lywis,” he said, “do you have any children?”
Glendir nodded. “A daughter.”
Murmurs drifted across the auditorium, but a sharp rap of the gavel quieted the crowd.
“Were you aware it’s illegal to have a child?” Collier asked.
“It’s not against the law on our planet.”
“Objection!” Marjorie called out from her spot on stage. “They’re not from another planet.”
Collier winced. “You can’t object to the answers, Marjorie, only the questions.”
Marjorie folded her arms. “Ignorance of the law is no excuse. He admitted he had children.”
“That’s right.” Collier said, “Have you ever heard a lagger admit to something like that?”
“You’re not going to trick me, Professor. I know a lagger when I see one.”
“Like the biologist?”
Wham! A thundering crash echoed through the audito­rium as Dawkins’ gavel slammed down.
“Enough!” she shouted from the bench.
Collier looked up at Dawkins in surprise. She looked horrified. Why was she so upset? Was she still angry about the biologist?
Dawkins gritted her teeth. “Do you have any­thing else, professor?” The fire in her eyes told Collier he’d better not, but he needed more time. He turned quickly back to Glendir.
“If you came here from another planet,” he said, “you would’ve had to travel faster than the speed of light. How is that possible?”
“I showed you,” Glendir said. “In the document I gave you.”
Collier grimaced. “The formulas in that docu­ment are contrary to everything we know about the universe.” He was reaching now. He was quite certain there was a great deal about the universe they didn’t know, and he always had been. The formulas could easily contain the answers to everything. Collier waited for the expected response, but Glendir politely refrained from stating the obvious.
Collier snuck a peek toward the bench. He could tell Connie was losing patience, but he had to keep the old man talking. Pushing open a low wooden gate that separated the gallery from the courtroom floor, he stepped through and walked toward the defendant’s pit.
“Do you have any experimental evidence that proves these equations work?” he asked, looking down at Glendir.
Glendir hesitated only briefly. “We’re here,” he offered, and the gallery erupted. Dawkins slammed her gavel for silence.
Collier heaved a frustrated sigh. He wanted to believe. He would’ve given anything at this point for a single shred of evidence that would have proved conclusively that these two men who stood before him now were descendants of ancient astronauts. But Collier knew, perhaps better than anyone else on Earth, that it was impossible. The Centauri colonies died out a very long time ago.
A bored judge to the left of Dawkins called out from the bench. “Is there any relevance to this line of questioning?”
Dawkins nodded in quick agreement. “None whatsoever,” she decreed, seizing her gavel. “Pro­fessor, you’re done. As there are no further ques­tions, the laggers are hereby sentenced to the recycle facility in Ottawa.”
The gavel fell with a bang.
“Sentenced?” Kellin cried out from the pit. “Don’t we get to defend ourselves?”
“You’re in violation of PC genetic codes. There’s no defense for that.”
“But we’re not laggers.”
“We have evidence to the contrary.”
“But we’re not from this planet!” Kellin said. “Why won’t you believe us?”
He turned to the gallery, imploring Collier. “Pro­fessor,” he pleaded, “can’t you convince them we’re telling the truth?”
Collier glanced at Dawkins, then quickly averted his eyes. “It’s not possible,” he said. “You can’t be from another planet.”
Glendir was losing patience. He glared at the professor. “The com­missioner knows it’s true,” he said. “She has our landing pod.”
“The PC hasn’t found any such thing,” Collier replied, although he wasn’t sure why he was even arguing the point, other than the fact that his ego had assured him from the start that if anything like a landing pod had been found, he would’ve been told about it.
“What about the unified field equations?” Glendir argued. “We showed you how to solve them.”
Collier shifted his feet and took another step toward the pit. He could feel Dawkins’ frozen glare bearing down on him, and it made him shiver. His resolve was fading.
“A trick,” he said half-heartedly. “A mathematical sleight of hand. Once I’ve had a chance to fully analyze your work, I’m sure I’ll find the flaw in your logic.”
Glendir grimaced. Kellin shook his head, ex­asperated.
“Can’t you at least accept the possibility that we’re from the colonies?”
“The wars decimated the planet,” Collier said. “The colonists could not have survived.”
“But we did survive,” Kellin said almost to him­self, and for a brief moment the entire courtroom fell silent.
Dawkins took advantage of the pause. “This trial is over,” she declared, and her gavel fell with another resounding bang. She turned to a squad of officers in front of the gallery and addressed the captain. “The prisoners are all yours,” she said.
The captain nodded and led his men single file across the floor and down the steps of the lagger pit. Dawkins stood and the rest of the court jumped to their feet. The noise level in the chamber rose as spectators worked their way down the aisles toward the exits.
“Wait!” Kellin called out, and everyone stopped.
Collier stood on the courtroom floor in front of the gallery, a few steps from the edge of the pit. Bright lights from the stage illuminated his face. Kellin looked up, directly into his eyes.
“Professor,” he said, “back at the university you told us about an organization of Earth loyalists.”
Collier frowned. Where was this going? The schism between the colonists was not well docu­mented. The bands of loyalists were based on his own personal theories. He remembered telling Kellin about it, but it didn’t prove anything. He took another step toward the pit.
“They were the impetus for the wars,” he said, “What about it?”
“You never told us the name of the organization.”
Spectators began to buzz. Several returned to their seats. Dawkins scanned the courtroom and snarled, “Enough! This trial is adjourned!” She reached out and pointed at Collier. “Professor, you’re excused.”
Collier grimaced as spectators once again rose and headed for the exits. PC officers approached Kellin and Glendir in the pit, grabbing them by the arms. Kellin struggled against his captors, pleading with Collier.
“What was their name, Professor?” he shouted.
The crowd once again fell silent. All eyes turned to the convicted laggers. Collier stepped to the edge of the pit and gazed down at Kellin.
“They called themselves The Earth Society,” he said. “But so what? They died out, just like all the others.”
“No,” Kellin said. “They survived. The Earth Society still exists today, all over Centauri.”
“You couldn’t possibly know that.”
“But I do.”
Kellin shook himself free. Reaching inside his collar, he pulled out a pendant attached to a thin silver chain. He held the medallion up high for everyone to see.
“I’m a member,” he said, and jaws dropped all around the room.
Collier sank to his knees. He stared at the gleaming pendant in awe. Who could possibly have known? No official communications from Alpha Centauri had ever contained any mention of the Earth Society. Collier had gleaned the name from scattered pieces of private records long ago for­gotten. He gazed at Kellin and Glendir now with the sudden realization that he was staring into the eyes of actual descendants of the Centauri colonists. It was true, all of it—the science, the math, the eight-month voyage from Alpha Centauri.
The colonists had survived.
Spectators all began talking at once. Several judges were pointing at Kellin, at the medallion in his hand. Dawkins fumed, incensed by the outburst. “Quiet!” she yelled, shouting above the din. “Captain! Return the prisoners to their cell!”
A hush fell over the crowd, but no one moved. Collier climbed to his feet and turned to Dawkins.
“You’re not letting them go?” he asked incred­ulously.
“They’re convicted laggers.”
“But there’s so much they can tell us!”
“I’ve heard all I need. Captain, get them out of here.”
PC officers moved in and swept up the Centauris. Dawkins ushered the judges out of the chamber without a glance back at the professor. The courtroom emptied within minutes.
Collier was the last to leave. He stood in the gallery long after everyone had gone, staring blankly into the pit where he’d watched the Centauri colonists lose their last chance to save their world. 

Chapter 65
 
DAWKINS MARCHED into her office trailed by Marjorie Gould and Deke Stanton. It was only a little after 8:30 a.m., but the lagger trial was already a distant memory.
Dawkins was furious, not because of the trial, which had gone well enough, but because she’d been up half the night waiting futilely for news about the lagger camp. The security guard had reportedly left the safe house with another lagger in the late evening, and she’d instructed him to find his way to a lagger camp as quickly as possible. But several hours later the guard hadn’t reported in. The locator beacon hidden in his shoe had stopped moving around midnight, but without a report, they had no way to know if he’d found a camp or was lying in a ditch somewhere.
Dawkins gave up and returned to her apartment around 3:00 a.m., but she had to be back at the precinct early for the trial, so she was operating on only a few hours’ sleep. Her ire had been only partly assuaged a few minutes ago when the location of the camp had finally surfaced.
Marjorie plopped down on a bench near the holocon while Stanton stood at attention in front of the desk. The lieutenant was in full PC officer dress, sharp gray uniform and crisp blue vest.
Dawkins walked around the desk and pulled out her chair. “Tell me what we’ve got,” she said, settling into the soft leather.
“The location of the signal stopped for several hours last night,” Stanton began. “So we sent a team to investigate. They just reported back. It’s a camp, all right. Looks like about a thousand laggers.”
Dawkins salivated. A thousand laggers. As far back as she could remember, no one had ever come close to putting away that many laggers in a single assault. Charlotte had only rounded up a few dozen.
“How do you recommend we proceed?” she asked.
“The way we see it,” Stanton continued, “they’ve got at least half a dozen escape routes. We’ll set up a perimeter around the camp, about twenty klicks out. Seal off the roads and station men in the woods. The laggers’ll need trucks to haul their gear, so they’ll likely use the roads. If they try to run through the woods, they’ll be a lot slower, easier for us to pick ‘em off. Once the perimeter’s in place, we move in, tighten the noose. When we reach the camp we send in the gas and grab the whole lot of ‘em. We’ll have ‘em rounded up in an hour.”
Dawkins folded her arms and glared at the floor. That didn’t sound likely. She wasn’t sure you could stun a thousand laggers in an hour, and you couldn’t have laggers running around loose when you’re trying to secure a camp. There had to be a better way. The last thing she wanted was a standoff.
“I hope you’re right,” she said. “In Charlotte, laggers held off the PC for three days.”
“That was different. They knew the PC was coming. They were ready for them. They had gas masks, stun shields, and guns.”
“Guns?” Dawkins looked up, surprised. “Was anyone killed?”
Stanton shook his head. “They didn’t use guns on the PC. But they had them.”
Dawkins found that even more unlikely. Laggers had no problem using lethal weapons. They used them all the time to shoot animals in the wild. She was certain they’d use them against the PC if they had a chance.
“What happened to the guns?” Dawkins asked casually, feigning indifference.
“Destroyed.”
Dawkins frowned. Too bad. Guns were hard to come by. There weren’t any legitimate manufacturers anymore, and they were illegal besides. Dawkins had a few hundred guns hidden away in building four, but she was always on the lookout for more.
“What if the laggers in the camp have guns?” she asked.
“We don’t plan to give ‘em time to use ‘em.”
Dawkins nodded. “What about the perimeter,” she asked. “Do we have enough men?”
“Well, ma’am, that is a concern. We’re talking about more than a hundred klicks all the way around. With the range of a stun tube, that’s a minimum of twelve hundred troops. We can cut back on that number by pulling men off some of the routes we know they won’t take, like the hills to the west, but we’re still likely to be a few hundred short.”
“What about starting with a smaller perimeter?”
“Yes, ma’am, we could do that, but one of our biggest advantages right now is the element of surprise. They don’t know we’re coming. If they’re like most lagger camps, they run regular patrols, ten or fifteen klicks out. We want to avoid detection until the last minute. Once we got ‘em completely surrounded, we move in and they won’t have a dog’s chance in hell of getting out.”
“All right. Call up everyone you can. I want a complete circle around the camp—no holes. If you need more bodies on the perimeter, pull everyone you can from the precinct—clerks, guards, lab technicians, secretaries—whatever you need.”
Stanton grimaced. Secretaries with stun tubes.
“What about another precinct, ma’am? New York, maybe?”
Dawkins fumed. “This is our raid, Lieutenant. I want you to get full credit for the capture of this camp. I’m not going to share it with anyone. Draft whoever you can from this precinct, and forget about New York.”
Stanton nodded, said, “Yes, ma’am. Thank you, ma’am,” then turned and marched out the door.
Stanton passed Professor Collier on his way out, and the two men exchanged an uncomfortable glance. The professor scowled, gave the lieutenant a wide berth, and strode into Dawkins’ office without knocking.
Dawkins regarded Collier with an air of cool contempt. Her mood turned quickly sour.
“What do you want?” she said dismissively.
Marjorie rose cautiously from her chair. “Do you need me for any­thing?” she asked, and accepted the commissioner’s offhand wave as an invitation to leave. Collier waited until Marjorie had cleared the office, then closed the door behind her. He turned to Dawkins and leaned on her desk.
“You have to let them go.”
Dawkins rolled her eyes. “Not this again.”
“They’re not laggers, Connie.”
“Let it go, Phillip. It’s over. You got your trial and it’s done.”
“Listen to me. That man didn’t run out in the last two days and have a medallion engraved with the name of a secret organization that happens to be unknown to just about everyone on Earth. These men came here from Alpha Centauri.”
“Two days ago you said it was impossible.”
“I’ve seen the math. I don’t understand it, but they’ve proved it can be done.”
“You don’t understand it?”
“Not yet. I’m not as smart as they are. No one is.”
“Nonsense. Why should they be any smarter than us? They don’t even have synthetics. We’re far more advanced than they are.”
“No, they’ve evolved. We stopped evolving with the M-gene. They didn’t. Look at their space travel. They’ve managed to—”
Collier stopped. His eyes brightened. He straight­ened up from the desk and stared into space.
“The landing pod,” he said to himself, then to the commissioner, accusingly, “Glendir was right. There is a landing pod. You’ve got it, don’t you?”
Dawkins folded her arms and scowled. “They’re laggers, Phillip. You can’t believe anything they say.”
“No, it all makes sense now. You knew they were telling the truth. You knew it all along.”
“What difference does it make? It’s over now.”
Collier shook his head in fierce defiance. “You can’t do this. You can’t throw it all away. These men could change everything. They could save us.”
“They could destroy us. They would, if we let them.”
Collier glared across the desk. “You’re wrong, Connie. And you’re not going to get away with this.”
Dawkins smirked. “I already have.” 

Chapter 66
 
THE CIRCLE OF TROOPS surrounding the camp ex­tended west to Kingston and east into Massa­chu­setts and Connecticut. The circle crossed the Hudson river twice, north and south, and enclosed the Centauri landing site, now only a patch of burned grass in a nondescript clearing four kilometers west of the river. A total of 1,256 men and women formed the circle, each with a fellow security guard, PC officer, or well-armed secretary a hundred meters to either side. The range of a stun tube was a little over fifty meters, so even twenty kilometers out, the line around the camp was impenetrable.
The signal to move in was issued just before 9:00 a.m. The troops advanced quickly on the camp, watching intently for laggers that might be hiding in the trees. Crisp sunlight slanted through the forest, casting long shadows across the patchy snow. The woods were eerily quiet. Creatures of the forest, sensing trouble, kept out of sight. Only the sounds of crunching snow and crackling leaves disturbed the peace.
By 10:00 a.m. the radius of the circle had shrunk to ten kilometers. No laggers had yet been spotted. The advance on the camp was briefly paused while technicians and secretaries were pulled off the lines and returned to Boston, and when the remaining troops had once again formed a tight ring around the camp, the order was given to charge.
 
Trevor watched the laggers pack up the camp, men, women, and children all working together with precision teamwork and practiced efficiency. They had obviously done this before, probably many times. They worked fast and never once complained. They almost seemed to enjoy what they were doing. Trevor envied their camaraderie and sense of pur­pose, two ideals he’d found completely absent in the WPCA.
He helped as much as he could, or as much as the laggers would allow. Everyone knew why they were packing. They knew Trevor had given away their position, yet no one seemed to resent him for it. Instead they assigned him to help load the trucks, and he was happy for the work. It took his mind off his guilt, at least part of the time. The rest of the time he thought about Bonnie, about what he’d done to her. He’d betrayed her, and all of her friends, and afterwards she smiled and forgave him like it was nothing. She was amazing—compassionate, understanding, generous. How could she possibly be a lagger? Laggers were mean and ruthless, nothing more than common criminals. They were cruel and heartless, and their reckless breeding threatened the entire human race.
At least, that’s what he’d been taught. That’s what everyone he knew believed. Trevor wasn’t sure anymore. If Bonnie was a lagger, and he’d been wrong about her, could he have been wrong about them all? If he looked at laggers through Bonnie’s eyes, he didn’t see outlaws or heart­less rebels bent on destruction. He saw only bright and hopeful men and women, working together and caring for each other, struggling to survive in a hostile world.
And now they were running away, and it was all because of him. But it was too late to change any­thing now. Dawkins knew about the camp, and the PC would be here any minute. Nothing he could do would prevent it.
Trevor had to decide what he’d do when the PC arrived. His first option would be to identify himself as a precinct security guard right away. He’d be the hero, the man who had brought down an entire lagger camp. Even Commissioner Dawkins would be nice to him after that. But a quick surrender in front of all of these people would be embarrassing. A better option would be to allow himself be captured along with the laggers, and secure his release later when none of the men and women he’d betrayed were looking.
In either case he was certain those were his only two options, as there was no question the PC would arrive, and no question the laggers would be caught. For all of their resolve, their valiant attempt to escape was not going to work. For one thing, they didn’t have enough trucks, not by half. All of the trucks he could see were fully loaded, and still dozens of carts and containers packed with gear were sitting on the ground near the lake. He’d overheard the laggers discussing plans to relocate somewhere along the coast of Maine, but they’d have to make several trips to haul all of the gear they’d packed, and there wasn’t time. And even if they had enough trucks, the roads would all be blocked. It was useless, a waste of time. Trevor wanted to tell everyone to run, to flee on foot through the woods and hills, to slip unseen between the columns of advancing troops before the noose tightened completely around their necks.
But he knew they wouldn’t listen to him, so he kept his head down and kept himself busy, and by ten o’clock the laggers had stripped the camp bare, packing up everything that wasn’t bolted down and almost everything that was. Thirty-five giant con­tainers full of gear waited at the edge of the clearing near the lake, divided into five neat piles fifty meters apart. Two dozen trucks idled close by, ready to roll. A thousand laggers gathered outside the gazebo, bags in hand.
For the last two hours Trevor had avoided any encounters with Bonnie, but now he saw her standing near the crowd, a dozen steps away. She caught his eye and smiled. He wanted to cry. She strolled over and said, “You’re coming with us, aren’t you?”
Trevor shoved his hands in his pockets. “It won’t do any good.”
“You don’t have to go back to the precinct. Not today. You can tell them we held you prisoner. Of course, you’re not. You’re free to leave whenever you want.”
“I can’t leave.”
“No, it’s okay. No one’s forcing you to stay.”
“You don’t understand. No one can leave.”
“Sure we can. We’re leaving in a few minutes.”
Trevor shook his head. “I don’t think so. Look at this.” He swept his arm past the camp’s twenty-odd trucks, and the truckloads of carts and containers stacked near the edge of the camp.
“You don’t have enough trucks. Not even close.”
Bonnie smiled. “Wait ‘til you see what we’ve got stashed in the woods.”
Trevor shook his head in dismay. “Wouldn’t matter if you had a hun­dred trucks. A thousand. The roads are all blocked.” Trevor stared at his feet. “We’re trapped,” he said, but Bonnie kept smiling.
Frank Davies and Rose Watson climbed up onto the gazebo. Frank addressed the crowd.
“Barney and Del just reported in. Troops are five klicks out, which means we’ve got half an hour. Fences are down, so let’s roll ‘em in.” On Frank’s command, a hundred men and women charged into the woods. Moments later, just beyond the edge of the camp, along a hundred meter stretch of forest between the stables and the farm, tall trees began to fall. 

Chapter 67
 
COLLIER MARCHED through the halls of the administration building, determined to find a way to get the Centauri colonists released. He’d gone down to the transfer lot in the back of the compound and watched as the two men were loaded into vans bound for Ottawa. He knew he had only hours if he was going to save them.
He decided his best chance to secure their release would be to expose the landing pod. If the spacecraft were made public, Connie could hardly claim that Kellin and Glendir were laggers. She wouldn’t be legally bound to release them, but it would be more than embarrassing if the general population found out that the commissioner of the Boston WPCA had captured friendly visitors from another planet, and then had them killed.
To prove the landing pod was extraterrestrial, he would need some time to examine it. But first he had to find it. He knew Connie would not be forthcoming with its location, but he also knew that the shortest path to one of Connie’s secrets went through Marjorie Gould. He found her in the biology lab, digging through a stack of notebooks the biologist had left behind.
“Are those yours?” he asked accusingly.
Marjorie spun around. “What are you doing here?”
Collier thought about trying some kind of ruse, a trick that might get her to talk. But Marjorie, for all her faults, wasn’t stupid. Probably the best thing to do was play it straight.
“Oh, Marjorie,” he said. “It’s you. I’m sorry, I thought you were some­one else. Have you lost weight?”
“What do you want, Professor?” Marjorie asked contemptuously.
So much for flattery. Collier pulled up a chair and sat down next to Bonnie’s old workbench.
“I want to get the Centauris released.”
“Talk to the commissioner.”
“You could talk to her. She listens to you.”
That seemed to work better. Marjorie nodded. “Maybe so,” she said, “but why should I care what happens to a couple of laggers?”
“They’re not laggers,” Collier said. “And I can prove it.”
“How? That stupid pendant? That doesn’t prove anything.”
“Not the pendant. The landing pod.”
“There’s no landing pod. You heard the commis­sioner.”
“Maybe she just didn’t tell you about it.”
Marjorie folded her arms. “Something like that, I’d know.”
Collier winced. For the last three days he’d thought the exact same thing.
“If she had it,” he said, “where would she keep it?”
Marjorie shrugged. “Property, I guess. But there isn’t any pod.”
Collier nodded. The property clerk might be easier to persuade, but less likely to know anything.
“Thanks, Marjorie,” he said, then stood and walked over to the holo­con controls. “You’ve been a big help.”
“I didn’t tell you anything. Don’t try and drag me into this.” She returned her attention to Bonnie’s desk, pulling another notebook off the stack.
Collier punched buttons on the holocon console and dialed up the property office in building six. The room was long and narrow, lined with metal shelves and steel cages. A clerk was busy moving cartons between the shelves. He looked up when the biology lab appeared on his holocon.
“Can I help you?” he asked.
“Morning,” Collier replied with a friendly nod.
Marjorie rolled her eyes. “You’re going to get in a lot of trouble for this,” she muttered, flipping through pages in the notebook.
Collier ignored her and smiled at the property clerk. “I’m calling from the bio lab,” he said. “I understand you’re holding a spaceship for us.”
“A what?”
“A spaceship.”
“Nope. No spaceship.”
“For the commissioner. You don’t have a space­ship there?”
“Nope. We had a communications satellite. Building one.”
Collier’s face lit up. “That’s right, a satellite. Do you still have it?”
“Nope. Shipped it out Saturday. Commissioner’s orders.”
“Do you know where it is now?”
The clerk shook his head. “Not here, not my problem.”
Collier grimaced and disconnected the holocon. Marjorie slapped the notebook down and crossed her arms.
“Told you,” she said with a sneer. “There isn’t any stupid landing pod.”
Collier nodded. A communications satellite. That had to be it. Too much of a coincidence, and the clerk said Connie herself gave the order to ship it out.
“Okay,” he conceded, “you’re right. It wasn’t a landing pod. But that doesn’t mean you know every­thing that goes on around here.”
“No? Try me.”
“You obviously didn’t know about the satellite.”
“Course I did.”
“You didn’t know it was shipped out.”
“Did too. Commissioner gave the order, but the authorization for the driver went through me.”
“I suppose you know where it went?”
Marjorie smiled in triumph. “A warehouse in Newport, Rhode Island. You’re going to have to do a lot better than that, Professor.”
Collier nodded in mock defeat. “All right, Marjorie, you win,” he said as he quickly left the room.
On his way out of the building, Collier called the university and had a team of maintenance workers drive up to Boston with a large flatbed truck and some equipment from his office. When they arrived at the pre­cinct, he hopped into his car and led the truck to the WPCA warehouse in Newport. 

Chapter 68
 
AT THE WAREHOUSE, the two PC officers who had been left behind to guard the building were outside on the loading dock, huddled together in the chilly morning air. Officers Stokes and Pollard looked like a pair of gangsters, the skinny, beady-eyed Stokes the brains of the outfit—purely by default—and the brawny and confused-looking Pollard the muscle.
Collier had hoped the warehouse would be un­guarded, but he was prepared for the officers just the same. He parked his car fifty meters from the building and the truck pulled in right behind. Climbing out of his car, he walked back to the truck and told the maintenance crew to wait there. He strode across the lot and approached the two officers, bundled in a coat and gloves, and carrying an old disc recorder.
“Morning,” he called out. “Name’s Collier. I’m with the Boston pre­cinct.” The officers inspected him curiously, but said nothing. He stepped up to the men, waving a microphone back and forth in front of them. The officers frowned. Pretending to study a readout on the recorder, Collier shook his head in mock dismay.
“Damn it,” he said, “just as I thought.”
The officers exchanged an uncomfortable glance. “What’re you doing?” Stokes asked.
Collier peered into the warehouse through an open door. The lights were off and he couldn’t see anything inside.
“Just the two of you here?” he asked.
Stokes nodded warily. “What’s going on?”
“You’ve been outside the whole time?”
“No. In and out. You know, patrolling.”
“Near the satellite?”
“Took a look at it. Why? There a problem?”
Collier winced for effect. “Nobody told you?”
“Told us what?”
“About the radiation.”
“What?”
Collier nodded slowly. “Look,” he said in a somber voice, “this wasn’t our fault. They said there wouldn’t be anyone here.”
“What’re you talking about? That thing in the warehouse?” The officers were growing agitated.
“Not the satellite. Something inside. The . . . neutron calibrator,” Collier said, making up a name. “It’s highly radioactive.”
“Nobody told us nothing.”
Collier shook his head. “Look at this.” He held out the recorder for the officers to see. The last time he used the device he didn’t reset it, and the digital counter currently displayed a bright red 343. He emphasized the number for the officers.
“Three forty-three.”
Stokes swallowed hard. “Is that high?”
Collier took a deep breath, like a man about to deliver bad news. “I don’t want to alarm you,” he said. “But anything over 150 . . .” He paused again. “What are you doing here, anyway? They said there wouldn’t be anyone here.”
“There wasn’t,” Stokes said, “But Captain got a blip on the ‘con. Didn’t find no one, but Cap told us to stay and keep an eye on things.”
“What’s wrong with the satellite?” Pollard asked anxiously. His knees were shaking, partly from the cold but mostly out of fear. His voice trem­bled. “Is it dangerous?”
Collier looked grave. “We need to remove the neutron calibrator right away,” he said. “We brought a shielded truck to carry it back to the uni­versity.” He pointed to the flatbed truck across the lot.
“But we’ve already been exposed!” Stokes yelled.
“Three forty-three!” Pollard cried.
Collier shook his head. “Wish I could help. But you’ve got to under­stand, we weren’t expecting any­one to be here. We didn’t bring any decontamination gear.”
“Are we gonna be sick? What’s gonna happen to us?”
“Hard to say. Early symptoms vary. Liver damage, kidney failure. It usually starts with a drop in body temperature.”
“I’m freezing!” Pollard cried, near panic. “You gotta do something!”
“I’m sorry. If I’d have known—”
“You can’t just leave us here!”
Collier grimaced and studied his feet. “Tell you what,” he said. “There’s a hospital in Providence. One of us could drive you there.”
Stokes and Pollard wasted no time piling into Collier’s car. One of the maintenance workers drove them out of the lot. Collier watched the car speed away. “All right,” he said to the rest of his crew, “we’ve got one hour.” On that, the men raced to the truck, hopped in, and backed up to the loading dock. They pulled four power lifters from the bed and began wheeling them across the dock and into the building.
Collier walked into the warehouse alone. The holocon wall was down, and the Centauri landing pod sat in the middle of the blue room, undis­turbed. He slowed as he approached the pod, hardly believing what he was seeing. For several long moments he stood with his hands in his pockets, staring up at the magnificent white sphere, admiring its simple, elegant design and reveling in its purpose.
It reminded him of something, but he wasn’t sure what.
 
Maintenance workers rolled the power lifters into the blue room and attached them to the pod, securing one to each leg. They fired up the lifters and the pod rose a few centimeters off the ground. The crew maneuvered the pod through the warehouse toward the loading dock, while Collier remained behind in the blue room with a measuring tape and a sheet of paper.
The power lifters provided a great deal of lever­age, but the pod was massive, heavier than it looked. Moving it took a lot of muscle. The men struggled with the effort.
“Pretty damn heavy for a communications satel­lite,” one of them said in frustration.
“Like you’re a freakin’ expert on communications satellites,” said another.
“I mighta been, once. You don’t know.”
“Ha! You ain’t smart enough. You had jobs like this your whole life. In fact, this is probably the high­light of your career.”
The two men glared at each other, then grunted and resumed their task. Five minutes later the pod was on the truck and securely attached to the bed.
Collier finished up his work in the empty blue room, folding the sheet of paper and shoving it into his pocket. He then placed a long rope across the entrance, with a large sign warning of radiation exposure to anyone who wandered too close. He ushered all of the maintenance workers out of the warehouse and into the truck, and drove the truck himself back to the university. 

Chapter 69
 
KELLIN WOKE with a splitting headache. The last thing he remembered was a blast from a stun tube shortly after he and Glendir had been escorted from the courtroom. He found himself now lying on his back, wedged into a narrow, padded channel in what appeared to be some kind of vehicle. It was dark inside, with no windows and only a meager glow from a light panel mounted overhead. A bright sliver of light at the base of the rear doors indicated day­light outside.
He pressed his hands to his aching temples. He’d been trying to dismiss his worsening illness as a lack of sleep or his recent change in diet. Most of the food he’d eaten in the past few days had tasted good, even if he wasn’t sure exactly what it was. Whatever the cause of his current malady, he was certain at least it wasn’t the deadly Centauri disease. He’d been in perfect health during his eight months on the Kumar.
He tried to move around but his arms and legs felt sluggish, a linger­ing effect of the stun tube blast. He could raise his head enough to see Glendir lying near the front of the vehicle, in his own padded channel, either asleep or still unconscious.
On the other side of the vehicle, a bored security guard dozed on a bench. Kellin struggled to his knees and the guard jerked awake.
“Where do you think you’re going?” the man growled, but Kellin said nothing. He crawled to the front of the van and shook Glendir’s leg.
The guard unholstered his stun tube. “Get back down there,” he yelled.
Kellin turned to the guard. “Relax,” he said, “I just want to see if my friend’s awake.”
“Don’t try nothing.” The guard raised his stun tube and examined the meter at the base of the handle. “Plenty of shots left.”
Glendir opened his eyes and raised his head. He glared at the guard, then turned to Kellin.
“You okay?” he asked his shipmate.
“Fine,” Kellin lied.
Glendir pulled himself up and sat on the floor. Looking around the van, he noted the streak of sun­light at the base of the rear doors.
“Still daylight,” he commented.
Kellin nodded. Still daylight. They’d been on Earth almost four days. According to Glendir, Earth days were about 90 minutes shorter than normal days, but somehow they seemed longer. Unlike Glendir, over the past four days Kellin hadn’t given much thought to the limitations of the Lywis drive. Or any thought. But now, looking over at his worried ship­mate, he began to wonder if they were ever going to see their home again.
“How much time do we have left?” he asked.
Glendir shrugged. “Doesn’t matter.”
Not the answer Kellin was looking for. He lowered his eyes and said nothing for a long time. Finally he looked up and asked, more hopefully, “Do you think they’ll send another ship?”
“Not for a while. No one knew how long the trip was going to take. They won’t be expecting us back anytime soon.”
“But they know we’re here, right? The ship generates a ton of EM radiation. They’ll be able to pick it up.”
“Maybe,” Glendir said, “but not for another four years.”
Four years! The realization was like a blow to the gut. Their EM signal was only four days out on its four-year journey back home. They weren’t just stranded here, they were isolated, cut off from every­thing and every­one they knew.
Four years to send a message was unthinkable. A quantum relay halfway between Earth and Centauri would have allowed them to phone home instantly. But placing a relay that far out in space would’ve required a reaction-powered ship, because a Lywis drive only provided travel from one gravity well to the next. Sending a relay on a slow ship to the middle of nowhere would have taken years, at least, and there was no point in doing it without proof Earth existed.
“We should have stayed in the ship,” Kellin said remorsefully. “I never should have talked you into coming down here.”
“No,” Glendir said. “I’m glad you did. I wouldn’t have believed any of it. At least I got to see it for myself.”
“I wish you could’ve seen more.”
“Peter told me a lot. It’s a remarkable planet. And you were right about one thing. They did discover the secret of life.”
“I’m not so sure about that.”
“What do you mean? Of course they did. These people live forever.”
“I’m not sure that’s the secret of life.” 

Chapter 70
 
THE GIANT MACHINES were as big as anything Trevor had ever seen. They rolled out of the woods single file, five of them, each twenty meters high and eighty meters long, with a span of almost a hundred meters, wingtip to wingtip. The first machine wheeled past Trevor on ten rubber tires suspended from squat metal legs. The long fuselage carried eight turbine engines mounted in a ring near the tail. The turbines were silent, the engines off. Trucks hauled the massive vehicles out of the woods on steel cables. Trevor could see a man inside the first machine, way up at the top, sitting beneath a clear plastic canopy. The man waved and smiled down at him.
Although Trevor had never seen one of these incredible machines before, he knew instantly what they were. Airplanes. Mortals used to fly in airplanes. Flying didn’t bother them, because they knew they were going to die anyway, and a few years one way of the other didn’t seem to make much difference. Of course not everyone died in airplanes, but enough did that after the M-gene they became hugely unpopular, and were eventually banned.
Trevor could hardly imagine why anyone would risk flying. Trains and cars could take you to the same places, and when a train or car broke down, it stopped where it was. It was already on the ground. No one could ever get Trevor into an airplane. They looked scary just sitting there.
The tow trucks hauled the five airplanes to the east edge of camp, where giant containers and packed equipment waited in five huge piles fifty meters apart. One of the planes came to rest near the first pile of gear, and the bottom of the fuselage dropped down on forward hinges, forming a ramp. Men and women immediately began winching trucks, carts, con­tainers, and animals up the ramp and into the belly of the plane. Tow trucks pulled the other four planes in line with the first, and each plane lowered its ramp in turn. Campers quickly loaded the remaining cargo, and twenty minutes later the job was done.
Frank stood in front of the planes and surveyed the clearing one last time. Nothing was left but empty cabins, a well-worn gazebo, and half a dozen industrial-sized water pumps down by the lake. The rusty trailer stood at the entrance to the clearing, buried up to its rims on ancient wheels. The stables were empty. The perimeter fence was down, and forest creatures had already invaded the vegetable farm. Frank smiled wistfully. The camp had served them well.
A hundred meters from the planes, at the edge of the camp, two men broke through the trees and sprinted in from the forest, shouting at the top of their lungs.
“Go! We gotta go! They’re here!”
Frank signaled the crowd and campers filed up the ramps. Trevor stood to one side, thirty meters from the last plane, watching as Bonnie ushered the children aboard. When the ramp was empty she hopped to the ground and scanned the clearing for stragglers. Her eyes landed on Trevor.
“Hurry!” she shouted.
Trevor gazed first into the forest, then back to the plane. Bonnie waved furiously. “It’ll be okay,” she called out. “I promise.”
Trevor turned again toward the woods. He could feel something in the air, a kind of disturbance. It came from the forest, and it came from within himself. He looked back at Bonnie, shoved his hands in his pockets, and slowly shook his head.
A sharp gust of wind sprang up. Suddenly trees all around the camp were rustling, launching flocks of birds into the air. Trevor gazed up at the birds in wonder. As he watched, a hundred streaks of white sailed in from the forest, arcing high against the brilliant blue sky. They came from every direction, striking the ground and mushrooming into tall clouds of dense smoke everywhere around the camp.
All at once a thousand PC officers flooded into the clearing, stun tubes flashing like amber bolts of lightning. Officers in gas masks raced to the cabins and surrounded the lake. They trampled the farms and ransacked the stables and overran the gazebo.
When forty giant turbine engines spooled up, they stopped in their tracks and stared up at the screaming planes in awe.
Loading ramps rose quickly from the ground. Bonnie jumped aboard the last plane, covering her eyes against the billowing clouds of smoke. She stood on the ramp wrapping a scarf around her nose and mouth, watching as troops advanced from the east end of the clearing, converging on the airplanes. Trevor stood with his hands in his pockets, gazing blankly at the charging officers. Bonnie screamed at him from the ramp, imploring him to run.
“Hurry!” she yelled, as the officers closed in on the baby-faced guard.
Trevor sighed and watched the ramp pull Bonnie up into the belly of the plane. He caught a last glimpse of her kneeling on the ramp as it closed, just before the officers surrounded him and dragged him away.
One by one the planes began to roll. They raced down the wide path between the cabins and roared into the air like fighter jets, nose to tail. The invading troops quickly scattered, running for their lives and cowering at the edge of the camp until the last plane had cleared the trees.
 
Deke Stanton crashed through the trees outside the camp. As the com­mander of the raiding party he’d brought up the rear of the assault, two hundred meters behind the front lines, with a squad of twenty men. They moved quickly through the dense forest as Stanton listened in eager anticipation for the wild stampedes, women and children shouting, trucks racing for the exits, and the confusion and panic as a thousand laggers discovered they had been caught by surprise. When he heard the sound of forty screaming turbines fill the air, he grinned. The forces had breached the camp’s perimeter and the laggers were on the run. He urged his troops forward.
When the sound of the turbines began to fade, Stanton couldn’t tell if the engines were spooling down or moving away. A minute later the sound was gone completely. Stanton picked up the pace, pushing his squad faster through the shrubs and trees.
When they broke into the clearing, Stanton sur­veyed the camp in horror. He saw no wild stampedes, no women or children shouting, no trucks racing for the exits. And the only panic and confusion he saw was in the faces of his own men, stunned by the realization that all of the laggers were gone.
He marched out to the middle of the camp, stumbling over the ruts left by the giant airplane tires. He cursed, then stalked down to the lake and climbed the steps of the gazebo. He scanned the chaos filling the camp, and tried to figure out what he was going to tell the commissioner.
A cabin across the lake caught his eye. Dozens of officers were milling about in front of the small wooden structure, talking and drinking coffee. More officers wandered in and out.
Stanton ran down the steps of the gazebo, raced around the lake, and marched up to the cabin. Officers quickly cleared the entrance. Stanton stepped inside and surveyed the room. Twenty officers were crowded around an anxious man seated in a wooden chair. The man was dressed in civilian clothes, but Stanton recognized him from the precinct, one of the security guards. The man looked scared, close to tears. A beefy sergeant paced the rough-hewn floor in front of him, questioning him about the laggers’ inexplicable disappearance.
“How did they find out?” the sergeant asked gruffly.
The guard shook his head apprehensively. “It wasn’t my idea,” he said. “I told the commissioner I didn’t know anything about laggers. They had this code. I didn’t know anything about it. They knew right away I wasn’t a lagger.”
Stanton stepped into the circle and gazed down at the hapless guard. “What’s your name, son?” he asked.
“Trevor,” replied the guard meekly.
Stanton nodded, calculating. That was the name of the guard the commissioner had planted at the safe house. The man had obviously screwed up.
“What time did you arrive here?” he asked.
“I’m not sure. It was dark.”
“Officers saw you leave the safe house at eight-fifteen last night. You must’ve gotten here sometime before midnight.”
“I guess.”
“If the laggers found out right away you were a spy, they would’ve started packing immediately. But our advance scouts reported no unusual activity in the camp, even as late as seven o’clock this morning. No pack­ing, no signs of anyone preparing to leave. Now here we are, four hours later, and they’re all gone. How do you account for that?”
Trevor shrugged.
Stanton scowled. The guard was either lying or incompetent, but Stanton preferred to think he’d made an honest mistake.
“Where did they go?” he asked. “You must have heard them talking about their plans.”
Trevor nodded. “South,” he said. “Some place in Georgia.” 

Chapter 71
 
FRANK DAVIES KNELT DOWN behind the pilot of the lead aircraft and peered out through the clear plastic canopy. The planes were flying in V-formation a hundred meters up, sailing over hills and dropping down to glide through long valleys. The wake from the aircraft swirled leaves on the ground, and heat from the giant turbines melted the snow in the tops of the trees.
The low altitude limited the view but also their exposure. The terrain below was mostly forest, but farms dotted the landscape and it would’ve been impossible for anyone on the ground to ignore such a spectacular aerial show. Not that anyone would rush out to report the whereabouts of an aircraft to the authorities, but everyone knew that laggers flew planes, and no one could be expected to keep some­thing like that a secret for long.
Ten kilometers west of camp the planes banked left and flew off in a southeasterly direction. They maintained their low altitude and tight formation, and varied course to avoid roads and towns. Twenty minutes later they reached the coast near New Haven, Connecticut, and climbed out over the ocean. They flew in a straight line until they were out of sight of land, then turned around and headed north.
 
Collier drove the truck with the Centauri landing pod into a large garage in back of the campus, parking in the middle of the concrete floor. He climbed out and walked around the bed of the truck, gazing up at the pod in wonder. Halfway up the side he noticed a thin black line forming a circle a meter in diameter. He thought it might be a hatch, but it didn’t have a handle and he couldn’t see any obvious means to open it.
The maintenance crew hopped off the truck and joined Collier on the floor of the garage. The crew chief, a man named Beale, looked up at the pod and grimaced. “What do we do now?” he asked the professor. “Soon as they find out this thing’s gone, they’ll come looking for it.”
“I know,” agreed Collier. “We have to hold them off for a while. I need time to study it.”
“But they’re gonna know we took it,” Beale said. “Soon as those officers get back from the hospital.”
Collier took a deep breath. “Maybe not,” he said, pulling a folded sheet of paper out of his pocket. “How many holocons do we have on campus?”
“About fifty. Why?”
Collier unfolded the paper and handed it to Beale. “I need one this size.”
Beale studied the paper and scratched his head. “I’ll check it out,” he said, then rounded up his crew and led them out of the garage.
Collier strolled to the back of the garage and opened the door to a large supply closet. He surveyed the equipment inside and found a power ladder wedged in behind an old air compressor. Dislodging the ladder from the other gear, he rolled it out of the closet and maneuvered it next to the truck. He stepped onto the ladder and raised himself high enough to peer into the small triangular windows at the top of the pod. The windows were tinted and it was too dark to see anything inside, so he lowered himself to the ground and returned to the supply closet, where he found a flashlight on a shelf by the door.
On his way back to the pod, the hatch flew open. A man with a knit cap pulled down over long blond hair stuck his head out and scanned the cluttered garage. “Collier?” the man said when his eyes landed on the startled professor.
“Covington?”
Peter extracted himself from the pod and hopped to the concrete floor. “Where am I?”
“New York. How long have you been in there?”
“Not sure. Where’s Kellin?”
Collier grimaced. “On his way to Canada.”
“Canada? Why would—?” Peter’s eyes narrowed. “They got him?”
“Afraid so.”
“Glen, too?”
Collier nodded, and Peter took a deep breath. “We gotta get ‘em out.”
“I agree,” Collier said, “but right now they’re in the back of a heavily guarded van. In a long convoy of vans.”
Peter stared at the floor. “Okay,” he said, “we gotta move fast. We can intercept them in Syracuse. We’ll set up a roadblock.” He gazed up at Collier. “Got a car?”
“You can’t set up a roadblock with one car.”
Peter looked up at the pod. “Maybe we can use this thing. We just need a way to take out the vans.”
“Whatever you’re thinking, it won’t work.”
“I’ve seen Kellin and Glen do it. They had this silver case. Knocked out everything.”
Collier raised his eyebrows. “Silver case?”
Peter was about to respond when Beale, the mainte­nance chief, returned, hurrying in through the garage door and walking quickly across the concrete floor. “Got one,” he said, waving the sheet of paper that Collier had given him. “Lecture hall in the medical center.”
“Perfect. You and your crew haul this over there,” Collier said, pointing at the landing pod.
“You want it in the medical center?”
“I want it in the blue room.”
Beale shook his head. “First place they’ll look.”
“Not if we turn the holocon around.” Collier smiled at the confused maintenance chief and slapped him on the shoulder. “I have to get something out of my office, but I’ll meet you in the medical center in ten minutes. I’ll show you what I need you to do.”
Beale nodded, then shuffled off to the truck to check on the power lifters. Collier turned to Peter and said, “Come with me.”
 
Collier led Peter across the campus to the physics building, then escorted him through the halls to his office. He stepped inside and turned on the lights. Peter sauntered in and stood in front of Collier’s desk. The blinds over the window were open. Through the glass, Peter could see the giant globe of the Centauri world glistening in the afternoon sun.
Collier walked behind the desk and opened up a drawer. He pulled out a shiny silver case and held it out to Peter. Peter’s eyes widened. He recognized it instantly. Grasping the case in both hands, he shook it once and stared at the lid.
“No one’s figured out how to open it,” Collier said.
Peter nodded. He’d seen Glendir open it on the train. He’d tapped the side of the case three times. Or maybe four. Peter frowned, trying to remember. He should’ve paid more attention.
He tapped the side of the box three times and nothing happened. He tried tapping it four times with the same result. Frowning at the box, it occurred to him that Glendir hadn’t hit the same spot each time. He tried four taps in a circular motion, first clock­wise, then counter-clockwise. Nothing. Then he tried a crossing pattern and the lid popped open.
He quickly dug through the contents of the case. Other than the lime green water generator, he didn’t recognize any of the gear. But he wasn’t interested in the contents. His only concern was the row of white buttons inside the lid.
With Collier watching from the doorway, Peter stepped into the hall and pressed the middle button. A soft purple glow emanated from the case, and lights blinked out up and down the corridor. Peter smiled.
 
The maintenance man who drove Stokes and Pollard to the hospital in Providence returned the two officers to the warehouse after they’d been given a clean bill of health by the resident on call. They were naturally pleased at having dodged a bullet, but they were less enthusiastic about remaining on duty at the warehouse.
“Let’s just stay outside,” Stokes said to his partner, and Pollard nodded in full agreement. They huddled together on the edge of the loading dock at the far end of the building, putting as much distance as they could between themselves and the satellite. They sat on the dock with their arms wrapped around their knees, trying to stay warm. Neither was bold enough to take a look inside the warehouse to verify that the satellite was still there.
 
The maintenance man returned Professor Collier’s car to the university just in time for Peter to grab the keys and head back out on the road. Collier had not objected to Peter using the car, but he had more than a few doubts about his chances for success in rescuing the two Centauris.
Peter was a bit more optimistic. He glanced over at the silver case in the passenger seat, then turned his eyes back to the road and mashed the throttle.

Chapter 72
 
KELLIN HAD REGAINED all of the movement in his hands and feet, but was still feeling horribly ill. His head pounded, all of his joints were sore, and his stomach felt like it was tied in knots. Pulling himself up on his elbows, he could see the guard across from him waving his stun tube. He frowned at the guard, then looked over at his shipmate. Glendir was lying near the front of the van, either asleep or lost in thought. Kellin lay back down and listened to the quiet hum of the van’s turbine. It reminded him of Bonnie’s car, and the thought made him smile.
The van was gliding along in a straight line at a steady pace, imparting no sense of motion, but Kellin could tell they were moving. Maybe it was the tur­bine, or maybe the light. He looked up at the roof and noticed that the dim light in the headliner was fading in and out, ever so slightly. He hadn’t noticed that before.
Then the light went out altogether. The darkness blinded him mo­mentarily, and by the time his eyes adjusted the van had slowed to a halt. He glanced at the guard, who seemed equally surprised by the stop. The guard unclipped a projector from his belt and stared at the display. Kellin could hear noises outside, people talking, or maybe arguing, but the van didn’t move.
Then suddenly the back doors flew open. Brilliant sunlight streamed in, blinding Kellin for a second time. As his eyes readjusted he saw a silhouetted figure standing behind the van, gesturing brusquely to the surprised occupants.
“Out!” the figure commanded.
Kellin blinked at the silhouette. “Where are we?” he asked.
“Rest stop.” The voice sounded artificially deep, too coarse to be anyone’s real voice.
Inside the van, Glendir rolled over and climbed to his knees. The guard reached for his stun tube, then hesitated. The backlit figure appeared to be holding some kind of weapon. The guard rose to his feet and started to climb out, but the silhouetted figure raised a hand to stop him.
“Laggers first,” said the figure, waving the wea­pon, “and no funny stuff.” The guard’s eyes narrowed, but he returned to his seat.
Kellin and Glendir crawled toward the rear doors. Kellin focused on the weapon brandished by the silhouetted figure, which, as he got closer, began to look suspiciously like a Centauri water generator.
Kellin peered into the man’s face. “Peter?”
Peter was dressed in a PC officer’s uniform at least two sizes too large. In one hand he held the water generator and in the other he gripped the silver case. He smiled briefly at Kellin, then frowned and glared at the suspicious guard.
Kellin hopped to the highway and stretched his arms. He wandered away from the van and Peter made no move to cover him. Seeing this, the guard reached for his stun tube. Peter raised the water generator, aiming it directly at the man’s gut.
“I wouldn’t do that,” he said. “Hands up.”
The guard scowled and slowly raised his arms. Glendir hopped out and joined Kellin on the road, glaring at Peter in surprise.
“How did you find us?” Glendir asked.
“Long story,” Peter replied.
Of course it was. Glendir just shook his head in amazement.
Peter slammed the doors of the van shut, trap­ping the guard inside. Kellin could see now that the road ahead was blocked by two more vans, both disabled. Behind the vehicles, a dozen PC officers huddled angrily beneath a pale blue dome generated by a hastily-reassembled lock sensor. One of the officers, a man about two sizes larger than Peter, was shivering in his under­wear.
Peter replaced the water generator in the silver case, then handed it to Kellin.
“Here you go,” he said. “Professor had it.”
Reaching into the pocket of his borrowed PC uniform, he produced a knit cap and pulled it over his long blond hair, almost down to his eyes. He unzipped the bulky uniform, then kicked it off and stepped out of it, straightening his battered coat. He smiled brightly at the Centauris. “Come on,” he said, “I’ve got a car.”
Glendir frowned. “What about our landing pod?”
“Got that, too. At the university. Let’s go.”
He took off running and Glendir followed, but Kellin stopped and called after them.
“Wait!” he shouted.
Peter and Glendir skidded to a halt. They turned back to Kellin and Peter asked, “What’s the matter?”
“We have to go back to Littleton.”
“What for?”
“Bonnie.” Kellin said. “She’s waiting for us.”
Peter shook his head. He eyed the disabled vans and the officers huddled on the road, then ran back to collect Kellin. Glendir reluctantly followed.
“It’s Monday,” Peter said as he approached. “She’s at work.”
“No,” Kellin said, “they know about her.”
Peter stopped in the road. “What do you mean?” he asked anxiously.
“They know she’s your sister.”
Peter’s knees buckled. His hands began trembling, and the color drained from his face.
“I told her I’d meet her in Littleton,” he said, staring blankly at the ground. “I should’ve gone there.”
“Go now,” Glendir urged. “We can find our own way to New York.”
Peter took a deep breath and looked up at Glendir.
“I can’t leave you here. I can at least drive you to the station. Come on.” He turned and ran up the road toward a green car in the distance. Kellin and Glendir chased after him.
 
Peter, Kellin, and Glendir arrived at the train station in Syracuse at 1:30 in the afternoon. Peter stopped the car outside the gates and all three climbed out. They stood together in a circle for several moments and no one said a word.
Glendir gazed up at the train station and the blue sky above, hardly believing he was finally free. He looked over at Peter and smiled, not quite able to comprehend why this unruly young man in a knit cap and battered coat had risked his life to save a stranger from another world. Because of Peter, he and Kellin still had the slimmest of chances to get off this planet and return home. If the landing pod was waiting for them at the university, they might just make it. But only if they left right now. Immediately. Every minute delayed worsened the odds.
But somehow Glendir was finding it difficult to leave. He finally breathed a sigh and reached out a hand. “We can’t thank you enough,” he said. “We won’t forget what you’ve done for us.”
Peter smiled and shook Glendir’s hand. “Be sure to write,” he said, then turned back to the car. Before he could take a step, though, Kellin reached out and grabbed his arm.
“I’m coming with you,” he said.
Glendir’s jaw dropped. “Kellin, there’s no time!”
Kellin turned to Glendir. “Bonnie found the cure.”
“It won’t do any good if we don’t get back.”
“You go, then,” Kellin said.
“What?”
“Go back to Centauri.”
“I’m not leaving you here.”
“Two days ago, you told me to go back by myself.”
“That was different. I didn’t have a choice.”
“Well I do,” Kellin said. “And this is it.”
Glendir stared at his shipmate, shaking his head in disbelief. What was Kellin thinking? “What am I supposed to tell your family?” he said. “Your friends?”
“Tell them to stop by and visit sometime.”
“It might be years before we return.”
“I have to do this.”
Glendir sighed. If Kellin wanted to stay, he couldn’t stop him. Kellin was not in charge of the mission, but then neither was he. He glanced up at the station. A train was hovering at the platform. He calculated the train would take an hour and a half to get to New York. Add thirty minutes to walk to the university, and another thirty to locate Professor Collier and the landing pod. Once inside the pod, he would need an hour to drop the Kumar into low orbit.
“Go find Bonnie,” he said. You’ve got four hours.”
“Right.” Kellin said, handing the silver case to his shipmate.
“If you’re late,” Glendir said, “I’ll be gone.”
“I know.” Kellin hesitated, then reached out a hand. “Thanks, Glendir,” he said. “For everything. For getting me here. To Earth.”
Glendir winced at the finality of Kellin’s words. He shook his hand, but all he could think to say was, “Good luck.”
Kellin smiled, then turned to Peter and slapped him on the shoulder. “Let’s go,” he said.
Glendir watched as the two men climbed into the car. Peter lowered the canopy and the vehicle sped away, disappearing around the corner. Taking a deep breath, Glendir turned to the station. He popped open the silver case and shut down the gates, then hurried through the entrance, raced across the platform, and jumped aboard the waiting train. 

Chapter 73
 
DAWKINS WAS ALONE in her office when the first reports came in. She was sitting in her leather chair, projecting an image of a sheepish Lieutenant Stanton on the semi-polished surface of her large oak desk. Dawkins glared fiercely at the tiny officer. If the image had been real, she could have reached out and crushed the little man with one hand.
“What the hell happened?” she growled.
“We only missed them by a few minutes,” said the tiny man in his defense. “Someone tipped them off.”
Dawkins sucked in a breath. “Who? One of our people?”
“We believe it was the man you sent in with the tracer,” Stanton said. “The security guard. He claims they tricked him, got him to talk.”
Dawkins fumed. She would deal with the guard later.
“Where are the laggers now?” she asked through clenched teeth. “Do we have a fix on them? Their trucks? Or whatever they used to crawl out of there? If you missed them by minutes, they couldn’t have gotten far.”
“We’re not sure. We think they’re headed south.”
“You think? How the hell did they get past your troops? I told you I wanted a complete circle. No holes.”
Stanton tried to stall by recounting flanking strat­egies and troop movements, but Dawkins threatened him with violence until he finally stammered out the details about the airplanes. Dawkins screamed and threw her projector across the room. It bounced high off the holocon barrier and crashed to the floor.
Dawkins was livid. She couldn’t stand up and she couldn’t sit down. She couldn’t breathe. How could a thousand laggers slip through her grasp like that? A thousand laggers would have filled the cellblocks. Celebra­tions would have been held in Paris, in her honor. Gerard Dufour would have been mocked and ridiculed for allowing a camp to flourish under his jurisdiction for all these years. She could’ve had it all. Now she had nothing!
Dufour. What an idiot. She cursed at the floor. Not only had she lost the chance to destroy him by capturing a camp in his own backyard, she couldn’t let him find out about the camp at all, not without admitting she’d allowed a thousand laggers to escape. Dufour was an idiot but not a fool. He could easily turn the failed raid into a condemnation of Dawkins. It was the kind of thing that could cost her this job. She couldn’t allow that.
She marched out of her office in search of another projector, and was stopped in the hall outside the briefing room by her distraught assistant. Marjorie looked up at her in a daze.
“They got the vans. . .” she said in a raspy mono­tone.
Marjorie sounded delirious, but Dawkins knew her well enough to recognize fear in her voice. “Vans?” she said. “What vans?”
“It wasn’t my fault,” Marjorie pleaded. “They had some kind of weapon.”
Dawkins glared at her, puzzled. What was she talking about? The camp? Marjorie wouldn’t know anything about the camp, not yet. Dawkins grabbed her by the collar and dragged her into the briefing room.
“Start from the beginning,” she snarled. “What happened?”
“It wasn’t my fault,” Marjorie said, pulling away and dropping into a chair. “They had a gun.”
“Who?”
“The spacemen.”
Dawkins flinched. The spacemen? Why was she talking about the spacemen? They were gone, on their way to Ottawa.
In vans.
Dawkins began to tremble. “What about the vans?” she said.
Marjorie took a deep breath. She began describing the assault on the Ottawa convoy, the officers trapped under a lock sensor shield, and the escape of the Centauris.
Dawkins listened furiously. Her eyes were blazing and her whole body began shaking with rage. Before Marjorie could finish, Dawkins exploded out of the briefing room and stormed off down the hall.
She could not believe what was happening. Everything was falling apart, right in front of her eyes. Prisoner escapes, precinct spies, fake PC officers, and now the disaster at the lagger camp. She was losing control. She had to do something. She sorted through the events of the past four days, trying to fit the pieces together, to see if any of it made sense.
It all began when the spacemen arrived.
The spacemen. They were the cause of every­thing. They had spoken so eloquently of coming to Earth in friendship and peace, but it was all a ruse. They took the laggers’ side from the beginning. They impersonated officers, stole passcodes, evaded the PC, and planned the escapes. They even turned Phillip against her. They’d allowed themselves to be caught—she was certain of that—just to infiltrate the precinct.
Dawkins had underestimated them. The space­men were much more resourceful than she had imagined, especially considering their miserable assortment of antiquated genes. She had dismissed them at first as a minor nuisance, easily dealt with. She’d set a trap for them, exposed them, and locked them up. She had dispatched them to Ottawa, dis­carding them like pieces of trash. Yet somehow they’d managed to escape, no doubt with help from the laggers. They were probably with the laggers right now, laughing at her.
But Dawkins would have the last laugh. The spacemen may have won the battles, but she would win the war. She had the one thing they could not do without, the one thing they still needed to accomplish their goal. She had their landing pod.
Dawkins decided it wouldn’t be enough to simply hide the pod from the spacemen. She couldn’t have them out in the world, running around free in the lagger community, brandishing weapons that could disable stun tubes. She had to find them, capture them, and get rid of them, once and for all. She would use the landing pod as bait, and this time when she had the spacemen in her grasp, she would kill them herself.
The first thing she had to do was retrieve the pod. She needed it closer to home. She thought she could place it in the middle of the compound, or maybe just outside, and then get word to the laggers about it, through Phillip if necessary. He seemed to have a lot of contacts in the lagger community. The information would find its way to the spacemen, and they would come looking for it.
She would have to be careful, though. The spacemen were clever, and they had an arms advantage with their ability to stop a stun tube. But Dawkins had an advantage, too. She had weapons in building four that would stop anyone. If the situation got out of control, she wouldn’t hesitate to use them.
Dawkins marched back down the hall to the precinct briefing room and stormed inside. Marjorie was still slumped in a chair, pushing buttons on her projector. Dawkins walked over and ripped the device from her hand, then called up the warehouse in Rhode Island. The projector dis­played an image of Officers Stokes and Pollard on the briefing room table.
 
The officers were sitting on the loading dock playing cards when they heard the chime from Stokes’ projector. Stokes set his cards down and punched a button on the device. Both officers jumped to their feet when an image of Commissioner Dawkins appeared on the dock. Stokes snapped to attention.
“Morning, Com­missioner,” he said. “What can we do for you?”
“Do you still have the satellite?”
“One minute, ma’am.”
Stokes handed the projector to Pollard and ran over to a roll-up door. He raised the door and peered inside. Sunlight was streaming through the high windows, illuminating the full length of the building. At the far end, he could see Collier’s protective rope draped in front of the blue room. He could see the sign attached to the rope, warning of dire conse­quences for anyone who approached.
Inside the shallow blue room, he could see the Centauri landing pod resting on its four squat legs. He ran back to Pollard and the image of the commissioner. “Still here, ma’am,” he reported.
“How many guards do you have?” Dawkins asked.
“Just me and Pollard, ma’am.”
Dawkins grimaced. “All right,” she said. “Lock the building down and wait outside. Anyone comes near the place, knock them out and throw them in­side. I’m coming down there, and I’m bringing more men. Until we arrive, I want no one near the premises. Is that clear?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
 
Dawkins slammed the projector shut and clipped it to her belt. She pointed at Marjorie and said, “You’re with me,” then stormed out of the briefing room with her assistant in tow.
They stopped by the precinct security office, where PC officers were beginning to report in from the failed raid on the camp. Dawkins enlisted twenty of the officers and led them out to the transfer lot in back of the compound, where she commandeered three vans and a large flatbed truck. Directing the officers into the vans, she shoved Marjorie into the passenger seat of the truck, then ran around and hopped in next to her. She fired up the turbine and led the caravan south to Newport. 

Chapter 74
 
PETER AND KELLIN ARRIVED in Littleton a little after 2:00 p.m. They got within two blocks of the safe house before they had to stop and turn around. The street in front of the house was filled with white vans, hovering in the road. Flashing blue and yellow lights blanketed the neigh­borhood. Peter cursed. He pulled over to the curb and parked, then turned around and looked back down the street through the tinted canopy. The house was too far away to see anything.
“Hope she made it,” he said with a sigh, but in his heart he knew that Bonnie was safe. She could’ve been anywhere when the PC raided the house, and even if she was inside at the time, she would’ve made it out through the tunnels. Peter had done it himself a thousand times. He took another glance back at the house, then grabbed the control stick and eased the car out into the street. He turned right at the next intersection and raced out of town.
Peter was not one to worry, but he was definitely agitated. Two safe houses in four days. Something was going on. The PC had captured a lot of laggers in Charlotte, maybe some of them were beginning to talk. If that was the case, maybe it was time to get out of town. Relocate the camp. Peter decided he would at least have a talk with Frank and Rose about it.
An hour later the car burst into the clearing in front of the camp and slid to a halt. As the dust settled, Peter and Kellin gazed out through the canopy in horror.
The rusty trailer, always a comforting sight for Peter, lay flat on its side, trampled down by cars or trucks or maybe thousands of heavy boots. Through the gaping hole left behind, they could see directly into the fields beyond.
The camp was gone.
Peter pushed open the canopy and both men climbed out of the car. They ran to the trailer and clambered over the ancient relic, sheet metal drum­ming under their feet like thunder. They sprinted into the camp and slowed to a stop. Wheeling around, they stared at the empty fields in shock. The giant pumps by the lake were silent. The stables were deserted. The perimeter fence was down, and there wasn’t a tent or truck or picnic table in sight, not even a cardboard box or a bag of trash. It looked as if a giant gust of wind had swept through the camp and carried everything away.
Peter gazed at the barren fields in despair. How many laggers had been caught? A thousand? Fifteen hundred? And why was everything gone? Had the PC cleared everything out of the camp that fast?
He sprinted out into the clearing, past the lake, past the gazebo, and tripped over a deep rut in the ground. Picking himself up, he stared at the long furrow that had caused his fall. It was a meter wide and nearly ten centimeters deep. It ran in either direction as far as he could see. There were at least a dozen of these furrows, all running parallel to each other.
Peter smiled in recognition.
 
Kellin's aching muscles were beginning to fail him. Hurrying into the camp as quickly as he could, he caught up with Peter on the runway. He scanned the empty fields, and stared in confusion at the long ruts left by the giant airplane tires. “Where is everyone?” he asked.
Peter shoved his hands in his pockets. “Maine,” he said. “That was the plan, if we ever had to evac­uate.”
“They just packed up and left?”
“Have to do that from time to time. We stay in one place, they’ll find us.”
“How can you live like that? Hiding? Running all the time?”
“That’s life in the little city. We don’t like it, but what else are we gonna do?”
Kellin grimaced. “Where’s Maine?” he asked.
“Not far. They’ll set up camp at the old nuke plant on the coast. A couple hour’s drive.”
“A nuclear power plant?”
“It’s deserted. Abandoned after a meltdown.”
“Is it safe?”
“Sure. It was a long time ago.”
“Still, that kind of radiation takes thousands of years to decay. Tens of thousands.”
“Then it’s safe. The meltdown was probably a hundred thousand years ago.”
Kellin gasped. Did he hear that right? A hundred thousand years? They couldn’t have had nuclear power that long. 
“A hundred thousand?” Kellin asked.
“Give or take.”
“You’ve had nuclear power for a hundred thousand years?”
“More than that. Nukes go way back. Twentieth century or so.”
Twentieth century? The M-gene was developed in the twenty-fifth century. The Centauri missions were a century or two before that. 
That would mean . . .
“What century is this?”
“Twenty fifty-one.”
Kellin’s knees buckled. He sank to the ground, his head spinning. Twenty fifty-one. Two hundred thousand years. It wasn’t possible, was it? Had nothing changed in all that time? Not the language? The styles? The culture? In two hundred thousand years?
“How could you possibly survive that long?” he said at last.
“I don’t know,” Peter said. “Some days are worse than others. But we manage.”
“But it’s impossible. Ten, twenty thousand years, maybe, but not two hundred thousand. What about global climate changes? Atmospheric disturbances? Meteor strikes?”
“We’ve never been hit by anything, far as I know. Least nothing big. They domed the cities once when the air got bad. But then we had an ice age and it wiped out most of the domes.”
“Ice age?”
“I don’t remember it. They said we moved south. But then the ice melted and we moved back. They rebuilt everything pretty much like it was before.”
“But the language. You still speak English. There weren’t any social or political upheavals in all that time? Wars?”
Peter shook his head. “The P-gene supposedly stopped the wars. They said it made people less violent. I don’t know about that. A lot of people are still jerks. I think the wars stopped because people got scared of dying. But they can believe whatever they want.”
“What about disease? Famine?”
“Famine? Like, not enough food? They make all the food we need. You want to eat, just throw a couple of calorie packets in a recal.”
“Calorie packets?”
Peter reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a small plastic envelope, one of several he’d grabbed in haste at the Kingston safe house three days ago. It looked like an oversized ketchup packet. He checked the label. “This one’s protein,” he said. “You can get them for carbs or fat. The recal turns them into food.” He shoved the envelope back in his pocket. “As far as disease goes, we still get sick, but there isn’t anything they can’t cure.”
Kellin shook his head. Two hundred thousand years. He stared at the ground and tried to fathom such a vast expanse of time. He wondered about life on Centauri that far back. Nobody on his planet had ever imag­ined it could have been that long ago. How many colonists had survived Professor Collier’s wars? Fifty? A hundred? And how many thousands of years had those colonists struggled, not to build a new world, not to expand the population, but simply to survive?
“We had no idea.” he said finally. “It’s hard to imagine what you’ve been through.”
“Like I said, right now we’re not doing so bad.”
Kellin nodded slowly. “You have everything you need, and no one has to die.”
“Yeah. Except Bonnie and the others think not having kids is too high a price to pay.”
“So you run.” Kellin frowned. “But why do they have to kill you? Why can't they just operate on you, so you can't have kids?”
Peter shrugged. “They can grow a new heart in a lab. A new spleen, a leg, whatever. You think the PC can do anything to us that we can't fix?”
Kellin frowned, shaking his head in amazement. Earth’s medical technology: so good, the only way to stop people from having kids was to kill them.
He sat on the ground, thinking about something Bonnie had told him in the car on the way to the camp, about human evolution. She said the M-gene had stopped evolution on Earth, and because of that nothing had changed. Kellin realized now exactly what she meant. People on this planet lived every day the same. No new thoughts, no new ideas.
Only the laggers seemed to understand, to recog­nize that the advance­ment of a society depended on the continuous renewal of the population. Every generation had to be better than the last. Evolution was a machine, not for improving the odds of survival, but for improving the quality of life. Natural selection was the engine that drove the machine, and heritable variation was the fuel. But the M-gene had drained the tanks. Life on Earth was out of gas.
Kellin climbed slowly to his feet, his aching joints screaming at the effort. “What do you want to do?” he said.
“I’m gonna head up to Maine.”
“I’ll go with you.”
“No, you’ve gotta get back. Glen only gave you four hours, and that was a couple hours ago. I’ll take you to the station.”
“I told Bonnie I’d see her again.”
“I’ll tell her. She’ll understand.”
Kellin sighed in pain. He looked lost. Peter gazed at him sadly and said, “Listen, I’m not in any hurry. Let me drive you to the university.”
“You sure?”
“Yeah, I need to return the Professor’s car. I can figure out a way to get to Maine from there.”
Kellin and Peter took a last look around the barren camp, then hurried back across the flattened trailer and through the clearing to the car. Peter raised the canopy, but Kellin stopped before climbing in. He turned to Peter.
“Bonnie told me about a pill,” he said, “that turns off the M-gene.”
Peter nodded.
“Have you or Bonnie . . .?”
Peter shook his head. “Right now, Bonnie and I just do what we can to let the rest of the folks have kids.”
Kellin nodded.
“Someday, though,” Peter said as he climbed into the car. Smiling up at Kellin, he winked, then added, “Kind of curious to see what’s on the other side.” 

Chapter 75
 
STOKES AND POLLARD sat on the south end of the loading dock, just beyond the cold shadow of the warehouse, trying to soak up the meager warmth of the sun. Stokes was about to suggest another game of cards when a convoy of trucks and vans pulled into the parking lot. Both men jumped to their feet and drew their stun tubes, but holstered them again when PC officers poured out of the vans. Pollard recog­nized a few of the officers and ran to greet them.
Stokes watched from the docks as a tall woman in slacks and a loose sweater jumped from the driver’s side of a flatbed truck. The woman wore dark sun­glasses and a scarf over her hair, as if to conceal her identity, but Stokes had seen enough images of the striking Boston commissioner to recognize Dawkins right away. He couldn’t identify the dowdy woman who climbed out on the passenger side, though.
The commissioner stood next to the truck, scan­ning the area. The large parking lot was nearly empty and the neighborhood around the warehouse was deserted. She marched to the dock and peered up at Stokes with her hands on her hips. He snapped to attention.
“Catch anyone?” the commissioner said, and Stokes shook his head.
Dawkins frowned, disappointed. She hopped up onto the meter-high platform without bothering to look for stairs. “Is it still inside?” she asked.
“Yes ma’am,” Stokes replied. He ran to the nearest roll-up door and lifted it open. Dawkins walked across the dock and strolled inside, nodding when she spotted the landing pod in the blue room. A single rope hung in front of the room, with some kind of warning sign on it.
“Why isn’t the wall up?” she asked.
“Sorry, ma’am. That’s how we found it.”
“You’re lucky it’s still here.”
“Yes ma’am.”
Dawkins walked back to the dock and signaled one of her drivers. The man hopped into the flatbed truck, dropped the transmission into reverse, and backed up to the warehouse. The truck hovered to a stop, bed flush with the loading bay. Five officers jumped onto the bed and dragged a set of power lifters to the dock. Dawkins led the officers into the warehouse and across the floor to the blue room.
Stokes hung back a few steps, not entirely con­vinced the radiation threat had been fully eliminated. He’d been at the hospital when the clean-up crew was here, and he never actually saw them remove the neutron thing.
Dawkins reached the blue room and yanked the protective rope free. She tossed it aside and marched resolutely toward the landing pod. With­out warning, she crashed into an invisible barrier and bounced ungraciously to the floor, landing awkwardly on her backside. A shoe came off and her dark glasses went flying. Surprised officers hid smiles and coughed away guffaws. Dawkins’ face reddened, and Stokes wasn’t sure if the commis­sioner was embarrassed or mad.
It turned out to be the latter.
“What the hell is going on here?” she demanded, climbing to her feet and dusting herself off. “If the wall is down, why is the barrier up? Is this some kind of joke?”
Stokes ran to the holocon panel buried in the floor next to the wall. He kicked away papers and debris surrounding the controls. “That’s how we found it, ma’am,” he said. “Honest.” He got down on his knees and studied the console, then frowned at the settings.
“That’s odd,” he said.
Dawkins walked over to him. “What’s odd?”
“We’re not generating the barrier from our end.” He turned and looked up at the commissioner, per­plexed. “According to this,” he said, “we’re getting a call.”
Dawkins leaned over him with her hands on her hips. “What the hell does that mean?”
“I don’t think that’s our blue room.”
Stokes turned back to the holocon controls and punched a button to disconnect the call. The blue room changed subtly, darkening slightly, and maybe deepening a bit. The difference wasn’t all that notice­able. But the landing pod disappeared altogether.
Officers jumped back in surprise, impressed by Stokes’ sleight of hand. Dawkins stood and stared at the empty room in horror. Her face darkened and puffed up, and Stokes thought she might have a coronary right there in the warehouse.
 
Marjorie thought it un-ladylike to hop up onto the loading dock, so she rushed all the way down to the end of the building and climbed the stairs. She hurried back up the dock, but by the time she reached the open roll-up door everyone had gone inside. She heard Dawkins yell something about a joke, and ran into the warehouse just in time to see the landing pod disappear.
Marjorie suddenly felt ill. She could see Dawkins standing near the holocon controls, and the com­missioner was livid. Marjorie ran across the floor and stood behind a group of PC officers, placing them between herself and Dawkins. She glared ahead at the empty blue room with her hands on her hips and as much disgust on her face as she could marshal.
“Laggers!” she blurted out. “They must’ve done this. Probably the same ones who took out the vans.”
Dawkins stalked toward Marjorie.
“What do you know about this?”
Marjorie peered cautiously at the commissioner. “Nothing,” she said innocently. “I mean, it makes sense, right?”
Dawkins scowled. “Get security on the holocon.”
Marjorie rushed to the holocon controls. She got down on her knees and punched buttons on the console, and the Boston precinct security office appeared in the blue room. Three PC officers stood in the middle of the room, arguing loudly with each other. When they saw the commis­sioner, they jumped to attention.
“Ma’am?” said one of the officers, clearing his throat.
“What happened to the laggers?”
“Laggers, ma’am?”
“We sent two laggers to Ottawa this morning. They’re gone. What happened?”
“We, uh, I thought we explained that to your assistant.”
Dawkins whirled on Marjorie, who immediately pointed to the officer on the holocon. “It was him,” she cried. “He was the driver.”
Dawkins spun back to the officer. “Where did they go? Did they have a car? A truck?”
The officer fired an angry glare at Marjorie, then turned to the com­missioner.
“A car. They headed south.”
“How many were there?”
“Counting the prisoners? Three.”
“Counting the . . .? Do you mean to tell me that one lagger took out three vans and twelve officers?”
The officer cringed.
“He had a weapon, ma’am.”
“What kind of weapon?”
“I don’t know. It gave off this weird purple glow. Stopped the vans cold. Navs, too. And the stun tubes.”
Dawkins glared at the cowering officer. “What did this weapon look like? A gun?”
“No, ma’am. A little silver case.”
A silver case. Like the one she gave Collier.
Marjorie jumped up from the holocon controls and hid behind a wall of officers. Dawkins spotted her shoes among the boots and shoved the officers aside. She glared at Marjorie with her eyes on fire.
“Where’s Collier?” she demanded.
“New York,” Marjorie said weakly. “The univer­sity.”
“I want him arrested.”
“Yes, ma’am. Right away. I’ll call the New York precinct.”
“You call New York and you’re dead.” 

Chapter 76
 
GLENDIR WALKED QUICKLY from Grand Central Station to the university, catching his last few glimpses of Earth. The past four days had been sunny and cold. Patches of snow lay on the grass and clung to the trees, but the streets were clear and dry. Glendir hurried along the mid­town sidewalks, gazing up at the skyscrapers in awe. As in Boston, every building in New York was the same height, connected to its neighbors at various levels by clear plastic tubes. Every building employed the same simple, rounded architecture. To Glendir it looked as if the entire city had been built at once.
Men and women were everywhere on the streets, rushing in every direction, and Glendir wondered why people who would never die should be in such a hurry. Of course Glendir was in a hurry himself, with the reactor on the Kumar slowly radiating heat into space, but he wondered, if he had another thousand years to live, whether he’d be quite so desperate to return to Centauri.
As he passed through the crowds, Glendir realized he was no longer hiding from anyone. His gray beard still drew plenty of stares, but often as not a smile accompanied the stare, and often as not he returned the smile.
He reached the university and walked quickly through the gates, crossing the lawn to the physics building. He went inside and knocked on Collier’s office door, but no one answered. He walked out the other side of the building, into the quad, where students sat on benches, gossiping and eating, a few doing homework or playing with projectors. More students hurried through on their way to class.
None of the students paid any attention to the white marble globe in the center of the quad, but Glendir did. He walked up to the sphere and traced a finger over Montgomery Bay and the Tennyson Mountains. He lowered his head and breathed a deep sigh. Would he ever see his home again?
“Glendir?”
The voice spun him around. Professor Collier was standing right behind him, a meter away, a wild look of astonishment on his face. “How did you get here?” Collier asked incredulously. “Did Peter find you? He must have. Where’s Kellin?”
“Hello, Professor,” Glendir said when Collier finally took a breath, “Peter said you have our landing pod.”
Collier smiled conspiratorially. “Want to see it?”
Glendir nodded and Collier led him by the arm across the quad. They hurried down a path that ran north through the campus, and stopped outside the medical center, a low building with a domed roof in the middle and a red brick façade. Collier ushered Glendir through a side door that led directly into a large lecture hall.
Inside, steps ran down between rows of seats to a stage at the front of the hall. Behind the stage, Glendir could see a shallow blue room. Squarely in the middle of the blue room was the landing pod.
“Damn it!” Collier said, clearly upset by the sight of the pod.
“What’s the matter?” Glendir said. “It looks perfect.”
“That’s the problem,” Collier said. We shouldn’t be able to see it.” He hurried down the steps to the front of the hall and ran to the holocon controls. He glared at the panel and shook his head in dismay.
“They hung up.”
Glendir started down the steps toward Collier. “What does that mean?”
“It means Connie knows we have your ship. You have to leave. Right now.”
Glendir frowned. He couldn’t leave right now. The Kumar was still half a million kilometers out in space, and the best altitude the landing pod could hope to achieve was maybe two hundred kilometers, at a dead stop. Glendir could pilot the Kumar remotely from the pod, but it would take at least an hour for its orbit to drop within range of the smaller craft.
More importantly, Glendir had given Kellin four hours to return to the university with the cure for the deadly Centauri disease. He wanted all of that time, almost another hour.
“I can’t leave now,” he said. “We need to wait a little longer.”
Collier shook his head. “You don’t understand. This is your last chance. If Connie finds you now, it’s over. She’ll destroy your ship before she ever lets you get your hands on it.”
Glendir took a moment to weigh his options. He knew the longer he waited, the worse his chances of restarting the reactor on the Kumar. But he also wanted desperately to bring back the cure. He gazed again at the landing pod. In the back of the lecture hall, a clock ticked off seconds. Glendir sighed. Collier was right, he thought. The PC could be here any minute. And he couldn’t be sure that Kellin would ever return. He turned to the professor. “All right,” he said. “Let’s move the pod outside.”
Collier breathed a sigh of relief. “Right,” he said, unclipping his pro­jector from his belt. “I’ve got just the place for it.”
 
At the WPCA precinct in Boston, vans full of PC officers had been slithering into the compound since noon, returning from the unsuccessful raid on the lagger camp. Officers inside the vans were tired, hungry, and disappointed, and when they arrived at the precinct and found out they couldn’t go home, they were angry as well. New orders were waiting for them, another trip to New York, this time to the university.
Dawkins had been in a fit of rage ever since discovering that the Centauri landing pod had been stolen out from under her nose. She had raced back to Boston at breakneck speed with the nav dis­engaged, and was now urgently gathering forces for an assault on New York, willfully disregarding any jurisdictional imperatives. She planned to storm the university, arrest Collier, and destroy the landing pod before the New York precinct learned anything about it.
She watched from the loading dock of building four as vans gathered in the transfer lot at the back of the compound. After a moment she turned toward the building and disappeared inside, reappearing five minutes later with a power lifter loaded with half a dozen wooden crates. She maneu­vered the lifter onto the lot and loaded the crates aboard one of the vans.
By 3:00 p.m. she’d assembled a battalion of four hundred officers and fifty vans, enough to start a small war. The vans set out in a convoy from the transfer lot, following the road around the perimeter and departing through the main gates. Dawkins piloted the lead van and Marjorie rode shotgun, with half a dozen wooden crates sitting on the floor behind them. Stacked on top of the crates were piles of black backpacks.
The convoy flew south on highway 95, an eight-lane thoroughfare that connected Boston with New York. Traffic was light for a Monday afternoon. Dawkins jammed the van’s control stick all the way forward and leaned on it, her thoughts focused on Collier. If he didn’t know it already, he would soon discover that his stupid holocon trick had been exposed, and he’d immediately try to hide the space­ship.
Dawkins had to stop him. She couldn’t let the spacemen escape. No telling what they might do if they made it back to wherever they came from, or who they might bring with them if they returned. She realized now she should have killed them herself when she had the chance. She wouldn’t make that mistake again.
Dawkins knew her officers would balk at carrying anything more harmful than a stun tube. Their P-genes would keep them from firing such a weapon in any case. She’d have to assure them that the guns in the crates behind her were completely legal, and therefore not the least bit dangerous. She wasn’t sure herself whether or not a gunshot wound from a hollow-point bullet fired by a 9mm handgun would be fatal, but she hoped so.
 
The professor's car raced south on highway 17 between Binghamton and New York City, sliver canopy sparkling brightly as it passed in and out of the long shadows laid out by the late afternoon sun. The car was alone on the road, flying like a missile over the smooth pavement.
Inside the car, Kellin fidgeted painfully in his seat while Peter gazed through the plastic canopy, straining to glimpse the remains of the ancient dome towering over the city. They were still a good twenty kilometers out, though, too far away to see anything. The sky ahead was growing darker, filling with clouds. Peter looked over at his passenger.
“How much time?” he said.
“Just hurry.”
Kellin was studying the skies over the city as well, but he wasn’t look­ing for the dome. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to spot the landing pod as it streaked into the atmosphere, but he thought he might be able to see the flames shooting down from its exhaust.
What Kellin and Peter couldn’t see was the fleet of white vans, fifty altogether, racing in formation from the northeast on an intercept course.
 
Collier ushered Glendir into his office. It was quiet on campus, no sign yet of Dawkins. The landing pod had been moved outdoors, to a spot where Glendir would have a large blast zone and a clear launch path. All Collier had to do now was convince the Centauri to leave.
“She’ll come here first,” Collier said. “You have to go now.”
“Another fifteen minutes.”
Collier shook his head in frustration. Half an hour earlier, he’d watched as Glendir climbed into the landing pod to remotely program orbital instructions into the Kumar. Collier had invited himself aboard to take a look, and when Glendir had finished running through his pre-flight checks, Collier had urged him to remain in the pod until the Kumar was in range.
But Glendir had insisted on returning to the professor’s office to wait for Kellin. So here they were in his office, and the young Centauri had so far failed to appear. Based on Collier’s calculations, Glendir could return to the pod right now, launch the craft into space, and be in position to rendezvous with the larger ship the moment it slipped into a low orbit. It was time for Glendir to go.
“You may not have fifteen minutes.” Collier said. He didn’t know exactly when Connie would arrive, but every minute delayed was another minute she’d have to stop the launch. And it wasn’t like the pod was well-hidden. Anyone could spot it. The sooner Glendir left, the better.
But Glendir apparently wasn’t ready to leave. “Kellin may be bringing the cure,” he said.
“You don’t have to take the cure with you,” Collier argued. “We can transmit whatever medical technology you need over the radio.”
“That would take too long. Another four years before we could save anyone.”
“That may be true,” Collier said. “But it won’t help your planet at all if we send the technology and you’re not there in four years to receive it.”
Glendir hesitated. He had to admit that was a rather convincing argu­ment, but he couldn’t bring himself to leave. Not yet.
“I gave Kellin four hours,” he said.
“That window is up,” Collier said. “You have to go now.”
“Another ten minutes.”
Collier heaved a frustrated sigh. Centauri evolu­tion had obviously developed the stubbornness gene to its full potential. But Centauris didn’t have a corner on the market. Connie was equally stubborn. If she set her mind to something, no force in the known uni­verse would stop her. Certainly not rules or regulations about operating outside of her own juris­diction.
Collier thought about that for a moment. If Connie was on her way to the university, it was cer­tainly without the knowledge or consent of the local authorities. Maybe that was something he could use. He might not be able to stop Connie himself, but he knew someone who could.
“How about this,” Collier suggested. “Go to the landing pod and strap yourself in. I’ll wait for Kellin here. If he shows up before the com­missioner does, I’ll send him to you. If the commissioner shows up first, you launch. How does that sound?”
Glendir frowned. “Okay,” he said. “I still have to run a few more checks on the pod. I can do that while I’m waiting.” He stood up from his chair and reached out a hand. “Thanks for all of your help,” he said.
“Not at all,” Collier replied, taking his hand. “I should actually be thanking you. Although you have given us a lot of work to do over the next few years.”
Glendir smiled briefly, then hurried out of Collier’s office. Just before the door closed behind him, Collier called out into the hall.
“Don’t forget,” he said. “Five-twenty megacycles!”
Collier watched the door close, then unclipped his projector from his belt. He started to make a call, but decided the message would be better received on a holocon. Grabbing a pad of paper, he scribbled out a note, then slapped it on his desk and ran out the door. 

Chapter 77
 
REMNANTS OF the New York dome loomed directly ahead. The profes­sor’s car skimmed along the high­way with Peter at the controls, speeding through the long tunnel beneath the dome’s massive support wall into the city. Peter pitched the car sideways onto the first off-ramp, then raced around the university until he found the road to the mainte­nance garage. He flung the car down the road and dragged the emergency brake to a hard stop just short of the garage entrance. Grabbing the keys, he raised the can­opy and hopped out of the car. Kellin climbed out slowly, his body aching.
“Here,” Peter said, handing the keys to Kellin. “Give these to the professor. Tell him thanks.”
Kellin nodded, pocketed the keys, and for a few moments no one said a word. Kellin finally broke the silence.
“Tell Bonnie . . .” he began, but couldn’t figure out what to say next.
Peter nodded. “I will.” he said, smiling wistfully and rocking on his heels. He shoved his hands in his pockets, took a deep breath, then added, “Guess this is it. Have a good space flight and all.”
Kellin returned the smile and reached out a hand. “Thanks for every­thing you’ve done. Maybe someday we’ll be able to—“
The sound of angry turbines cut him off. They both spun toward the noise.
 
Gerard Dufour was working in his office, going over reports of an apparent PC raid in upstate New York. He was not happy about it. He’d ordered no such raid, and was about to call the Boston precinct to find out what they knew when his holocon wall dissolved. A lecture hall appeared in its place.
Dufour looked up and saw a man standing on a stage at the front of the hall, close to the holocon. It looked like the professor from the university, Collier. He seemed to be going on about some urgent matter, but Dufour wasn’t sure he understood all of the details. It sounded as if Commissioner Dawkins was on her way to the university with a large contingent of officers. He was finding that hard to believe. The Boston commissioner would know better than to bring troops to New York without notifying him first.
But the professor was insistent, pressing Dufour to take action on the matter as soon as possible. Dufour nodded warily, still unsure of what was going on. Collier then apologized for the short notice and the quick call, explaining that he was in a hurry and had to get back to his office.
Dufour watched the lecture hall fade and dis­appear. He spun in his chair and stared out a window. His office was much larger than the office of the Boston commissioner, with floor-to-ceiling glass that looked out over Central Park and the city beyond. Dufour glowered at the bright skyline, as the last sunlight of the late afternoon glistened off the tops of the towers. He shook his head in disgust.
“Dawkins,” he muttered to himself, then spun back to his desk and placed a call to Paris. When that call was completed he dialed his security office on the holocon and ordered officers there to bring his car around.
 
Turbines wailed as fifty white vans slid to a stop in front of the university. PC officers poured out of the vans and rushed the gates, forming up on the snow-covered grass in squads of twenty. Dawkins hopped out of the lead van. She stormed through the main gate flanked by half a dozen lieutenants, and marched up and down the rows of officers with her hands behind her back. She paused in the middle of the front row and addressed the troops.
“You are looking for a large communications satellite,” she began, “and two laggers. The satellite will be easy to spot. It is likely sitting in a blue room in one of the university buildings. When you find it, you are to secure it, and report its location directly to me. Do not let anyone near the object, and do not allow it to be moved.
“I want every building on the campus searched. Clear each office, room, and lecture hall, and post guards. Verify the identity of everyone you see, and lock anyone in a van who cannot produce a valid thumb­print. Have everyone else leave the campus immediately.”
 
As Dawkins lectured, Marjorie busied herself in the back of the lead van, prying open wooden crates. She grimaced at the sight of the gleaming steel weapons inside, but began stuffing them into backpacks, one each, and tossing the backpacks out the rear of the van. They landed on the ground with a soft thump.
Marjorie had no idea whether or not the weapons were loaded, or even whether they needed to be loaded. She actually had no idea how firearms worked. She certainly didn’t know what a safety was.
 
Dawkins glanced briefly at the ground to gather her thoughts, then looked up sternly at the columns of officers.
“The laggers will not be so easy to secure. I must warn you that these particular laggers are cunning, ruthless, and extremely dangerous. They can disable a stun tube, and they will not hesitate to kill you if you give them a chance. Do not give them that chance, is that clear?” She scanned the sea of faces in front of her. Most of the men looked nervous. A few were visibly shaking.
“If you encounter these laggers, do not trust your stun tube. In a minute, we will be distributing reserve weapons to each of you. You can depend on these weapons to stop the laggers when your stun tube has failed. These weapons are of course completely legal and therefore not dangerous, but they will stop a lagger as effectively as a stun tube, and they cannot be disabled. They are your last line of defense, should you encounter any resistance. I want no slipups, no mistakes, and no hesitation. When in doubt, shoot first and ask questions later, is that clear?”
Dawkins surveyed the officers one more time to make sure her message was received, then signaled the drivers of the vans to move out. They circled the university and set up a perimeter, blocking all of the exits. Within minutes the entire campus was surrounded. 

Chapter 78
 
WHEN PETER AND KELLIN heard the vans approach, they split up. Peter slapped Kellin on the back, told him to go find the professor, and took off running. Kellin silently wished him luck, then turned around and hurried off in the opposite direction.
He made it as far as the engineering building. Moving in on two fronts were at least six dozen officers, all wearing standard gray uniforms with blue vests, and this time something else. Strapped over the shoulders of each officer was a black backpack.
Kellin ducked into an alley. He stumbled along a dirt path behind the glass and cinder-block structure until he reached the far end of the engi­neering building. Peering around the corner, he saw another fifty officers filling the roads and paths between the engineering and physics buildings, two hundred meters to the north and closing. He crouched in the shadows and caught his breath, watching the columns of officers march up the road and split into smaller squads to infiltrate buildings along the way. Bewil­dered students and outraged teachers stopped by the invading forces were allowed to pass only after a thumbprint scan.
Kellin glanced back along the side of the building. Ten meters away was a plain metal door, unmarked. He sprinted to the door and yanked it open. Stepping inside, he found himself in a musty room with a concrete floor. A narrow transom over the door admitted enough light to see a long row of glass dials, with pipes and wires running up the damp walls and across the darkened ceiling. In the back of the room, behind the banks of gauges, metal stairs climbed up through the ceiling and into the darkness.
Kellin shuffled up three flights of stairs, his head pounding with each step, and found another metal door at the top. He threw it open and stumbled into a long corridor with a high ceiling and a hardwood floor. Oak doors with glass windows lined both sides of the hall. He stepped up to the nearest door and peered through the glass. Inside were rows of empty desks facing a long table piled high with electronics gear. It looked like a classroom. He cracked open the door and slipped inside.
Across the room, tall windows looked out over the north end of the campus. He ran to the nearest window and looked out in dismay. PC officers were everywhere, scouring the grounds and stopping everyone. He shook his head at the sheer size of the operation. They couldn’t all be looking for him, could they? He watched with more than a little concern as a dozen officers from the advancing ranks ran up the steps of the engineering building. He could hear them downstairs, stomping and yelling as they burst through the doors. He scanned the empty classroom. Nothing but desks and chairs. No closets. No holocon. Nowhere to hide.
 
Peter was in trouble as well. When the vans descended on the university, he took off running along the road from the maintenance garage, but before he reached the campus exit the vans and officers had secured the northern perimeter. He circled around to the south end of the campus and was halfway to the street when troops swept in over the fences and across the lawn. He quickly reversed course and ducked into the first building he saw.
He found himself now in a wide hallway with a parquet floor. Windows spaced evenly along the outer walls of the hallway looked out on the university. The hall ran the full length of the building, turning a corner at each end and continuing along the sides. Across the hall from the main doors was an arched entrance to a large room with a high ceiling. The room was filled with heavy maple tables on one side and tall oak bookcases on the other. Peter stepped inside. It looked like a library. At the back of the room, Peter could see large windows facing the middle of the campus.
Chairs around the tables were empty. The twenty-odd students in the room were all crowded around the windows, buzzing about the commo­tion outside. A student pointed excitedly at a squad of officers moving toward the library.
"They're coming here!" he shouted, more amused than alarmed. Students pressed closer to the glass for a better look. They watched the officers split up and march around each side of the building, closing in on the library entrance. Peter sprinted back into the hall, finding himself right in front of the doors to the outside. He guessed that trying to leave through those doors was a bad idea, so he raced down the hall to his right. At the end of the building he ducked around the corner just as the squad of officers burst inside.
The hallway on this side of the building was also lined with windows, but the view was mostly blocked by rows of cypress trees in a garden outside. Late afternoon sunlight filtered through the trees and into the hallway. Peter ran down the hall in the dappled light and found a rest­room near the end. He pushed open the door and slipped inside. Lights were off. He ran into a stall and huddled in the dark, listening as the troops swept through the library, yelling at everyone to clear the building.
The bathroom door flew open with a bang. A switch clicked on and the room filled with light. Peter checked his feet. Off the floor. He held his breath and waited. A moment later the room went dark and the door swung closed. He exhaled slowly.
Another five minutes and the assault on the library was over, the running and shouting fading in the distance. Peter waited until he couldn’t hear anything except his own anxious breathing, then crept across the restroom floor, cracked open the door, and peered into the hall. Empty. He looked across the hall at the tall windows. They all had latches on the bottom and they didn’t appear to be locked. The entrance to the building was likely still guarded, but the windows might be a way out.
Peter stepped into the hall and ran to the nearest window. He released the latch and lifted it open, but stopped short of climbing out when he spotted two officers in the garden outside. He backed into the hall and turned to run, but skidded to a halt when he came face-to-face with a skinny officer rounding the corner up ahead. The officer froze, wide-eyed, when he saw Peter. He swallowed hard, then pulled out a thumbprint scanner. “It’s okay,” he said. “Just need a scan.”
Peter sized up his opponent. Peter wasn’t a big man, but the officer was smaller. He was holding the scanner in his right hand, and his stun tube was safely holstered on his right hip. Peter approached him slowly with his thumb outstretched.
A meter away, Peter stomped on the officer’s foot and grabbed his right arm, wrenching the stun tube out of its holster. The officer fought back with surprising strength, wrestling furiously for the weapon. Peter yanked it free, but lost his grip. The tube sailed out the open window.
Both men backed away, staring nervously into each other’s eyes. Peter was trapped at the end of the hall, and the officer was blocking his only exit. They both recognized Peter’s only option. The officer slowly slipped a black backpack off his shoulders and reached inside.
 
Constance Dawkins stood on the lawn just outside the quad, scanning the university. The opera­tion was going well. From her vantage point she could see hundreds of troops in gray and blue searching the campus. The spaceship would soon be discovered, and once she had that in her possession, the spacemen would be next. She still had one more issue to deal with, how­ever—apprehending the man responsible for the theft of the pod. She intercepted a squad of officers running out from the court­yard and ordered them to accompany her to the physics building.
Dawkins knew her way around this part of the campus well. She didn’t visit Phillip here as often as she used to, but nothing ever changed. As she looked around the quad now, everything was still painfully familiar. The buildings were all drab and dull, and the landscaping was a mess. The physics building was particularly depressing, simulated stone walls worn and discolored from years of neglect.
She also knew there weren’t a lot of places in this part of the university to hide a spaceship. None of the offices in Phillip’s building had holocons, and the grounds around the buildings were all wide open, with few trees and no walls or fences to hide anything. And in any case, placing the landing pod this close to Phillip’s office would be too obvious. The pod would no doubt be found on the other end of the campus.
But Dawkins had business to take care of here first, so she stormed into the physics building with her squad of officers in tow, and barged into Collier’s office without knocking.
The room was empty. A note on the desk, addressed to no one in particular, informed the reader that the professor was at the medical center, and would return shortly. The note further requested that the reader please wait here.
Dawkins declined the request. She had no inten­tion of waiting for anyone. She snatched up the note and crumpled it in both hands, then led her squad of officers out of the building.
 
Collier walked out of the medical center into the middle of a war zone. PC officers were everywhere, scattering students and teachers, running in and out of buildings, shouting orders, and waving stun tubes in anger. Collier shook his head in disgust. Connie had really outdone herself this time.
But Collier knew it wasn’t going to work. The Centauri landing pod was ready to take off, and Connie couldn’t do anything to stop it. Once she learned the pod was gone—and Collier imagined the launch of the pod would be hard to miss from any­where on campus—she would be furious. She might even do something stupid. Collier hoped Dufour would get here before then, as much for Connie’s benefit as his own.
Collier started down the path between the medical center and the engineering building. He was in a hurry to get back his office in case Kellin had returned, and he also wanted to be on hand for the launch. But before he’d taken two steps, he was roughly accosted by a large officer with a black back­pack and a scanner held at arm’s length. “Thumbprint,” the officer commanded, shoving the device in the professor’s face.
Collier made no move to comply. “What’s going on here?” he asked, well aware that he already knew more than the officer did.
“Thumbprint,” the officer repeated, scanner still outstretched.
Collier narrowed his eyes. “You tell your boss she’s not getting away with this. I’ve already called the New York commissioner and he’s on his way here.”
“Sorry, need a print from everyone.”
Collier shook his head in defiance. “You’re out of your jurisdiction,” he snarled, and started to walk away.
Without taking his eyes off Collier, the officer turned his head to the side and shouted, “Got one!”
Every officer in the area descended on Collier. 

Chapter 79
 
PETER STUDIED the skinny officer blocking the hall with a measure of concern. The officer no longer had his stun tube, but he wasn’t backing down, either. Peter watched curiously as the nervous man reached into his black backpack, and jumped back in shock when the officer pulled out a gun.
“Jesus!” Peter said, backing up to the end of the hall. “What the hell are you doing? That thing could kill someone!”
The officer wrapped both hands around the weapon and leveled it at Peter’s head. It wavered in his hands.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “It’s not lethal.”
“Are you kidding? You ever see one of those things go off?”
“Commissioner said it’s okay.”
Peter glanced to his left. A ceramic water fountain stood in the oppo­site corner, three meters away.
“Try it,” he said, pointing at the polished white basin.
The nervous officer rotated the gun toward the water fountain. Peter moved to his right and crouched low, turning away from the fountain and covering his ears. The officer stretched his arms out and held the gun as far from his body as he could, then closed his eyes and squeezed the trigger.
The gunshot sounded like a bomb going off. The fountain exploded in a shower of ceramic fragments and porcelain dust. Water gushed from the floor. The kickback from the 9mm handgun sent the officer flying backwards and his head bounced off a window sill. The impact knocked him out cold.
Peter ran to the officer, staring down at the limp body. He stepped over it gingerly, then hurried down the hall and around the corner. When he reached the arched entrance to the reading room, he ducked inside. The library was empty, no guards or students. He raced across the floor to the windows in the back of the room and peered out. Troops were still roaming the campus. Thirty meters away, a dozen officers collected in front of the physics building, near the entrance to the quad.
Peter could see Commissioner Dawkins pacing back and forth in front of the officers. She was conferring with one of her lieutenants, but the voices were muted by the closed window. Peter ducked below the glass, then reached up and pushed the window open just in time to hear the lieutenant say, “We can’t find it.”
Peter slowly raised his head until he could see the commissioner. She was scowling at the lieutenant, furious. “It has to be here,” she said.
The lieutenant shook his head. “Ma’am, the aircraft is pretty darn big. It barely fit on a truck. If it was here, we’d have found it by now.”
“You’ve searched every building? The gym? The dorms?”
“Yes, ma’am. Every holocon, too.”
The commissioner grimaced and scanned the campus.
“It’s here,” she said, “I know it is. You missed something. Keep looking. We can’t let them move it outside.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
The commissioner turned in Peter’s direction and he ducked. When he raised his head again, the commissioner was gone. But the campus was still flooded with troops. He looked up at the sky. The sun was low and gathering clouds were turning pink. Maybe they’d give up the search when it got dark.
 
Kellin crept across the classroom floor and stopped at the door. Footsteps were still moving around down­stairs. It sounded like at least a dozen PC officers, stomping through classrooms, labs, and lecture halls.
Kellin peered through the pane of glass in the door into the hall out­side, but he could only see a short distance in either direction. He started to open the door for a better look when he heard boots pounding up the staircase. He backed into the room and flattened himself against the wall behind the door.
The boots clomped down the corridor and stopped. Kellin heard a door open with a creak. A few seconds later the door swung closed, and the footsteps continued, louder this time. They stopped again and another door creaked open. Kellin listened as the footsteps resumed, stopping right outside his door. He sunk to floor, arms wrapped around his knees.
The door swung open. Looking up through the glass, Kellin could see the side of a man’s face, less than a meter away. The man scanned the classroom, shrugged visibly, then backed out of the room.
Kellin breathed a sigh of relief as the door swung closed, and didn’t see the officer nod silently to several more officers down the hall.
Kellin waited behind the door until the building was quiet, then climbed to his feet and crept across the classroom floor to the windows. Outside the troops were moving south, marching in ragged lines. The area in front of the engineering building appeared to be unguarded, at least for now.
Gathering up his last bit of strength, Kellin ran out of the room, raced up the hall, and barreled down the stairs two at a time. He ran toward the exit, but stumbled to a halt when he reached the lobby. A dozen officers, stun tubes raised, were blocking the doors. Kellin spun around quickly, only to find another dozen officers sealing off the hall behind him.
 
Glendir sat in the landing pod, studying a green-on-black wire diagram outlining the trees, hills, and campus buildings surrounding the pod. He pushed a button on the console and the university shrank to the middle of the screen, the flat skyline of New York City rising up around it. The console displayed calm winds and a temperature of eight degrees, ideal launch conditions. Glendir folded his arms, then gazed over at the empty seat next to him and sighed.
He could hear troops running through the campus, shouting at stu­dents and teachers. Some were close, but none approached the pod. That was something of a surprise, considering the pod’s location, but Professor Collier had been right about that. You see what you expect to see.
Sooner or later, though, someone was bound to notice. Glendir knew he should leave right now. The Kumar had established itself in a hundred-kilometer orbit around the planet, and the landing pod was ready to launch. He only had to push the start sequence button and the pod would be off the ground in seconds. He could not understand why he wasn’t pushing that button.
He shouldn’t have let Kellin go running off by himself. The cure was important, but Collier was right about that, too. Earth could begin trans­mitting their medical technology tomorrow. Still, Glendir knew Kellin would have wanted to bring back the cure himself, along with everything else he’d learned about Earth. It would’ve been his biggest triumph, all of his theories finally vindicated, after all those years of criticism and ridicule.
But he also knew that even if Kellin didn’t make it home, he would still be celebrated on Centauri as the man who discovered Earth and saved their planet. He would be a monumental hero. A revered legend. Glendir would make sure of that. 

Chapter 80
 
COLLIER GLARED MENACINGLY at the stocky officer as he reached out a thumb. He pressed the digit to the scanner, then ripped his hand away and folded his arms across his chest.
“Happy?” he scowled.
The officer studied the scanner display, appar­ently satisfied. “You have to leave the university,” he said. “Commissioner’s orders.”
“That would be Commissioner Dufour, then?” Collier inquired sar­castically. “The legal authority in this area?”
The officer frowned. “Commissioner Dawkins.”
Collier nodded. “Thought so,” he said, then added, “I’m leaving, but this isn’t over. You can tell your commissioner that she’s in a lot of trouble.” Brushing the officer aside, he stormed off down the path to the engineering building.
Collier had no intention of leaving the campus, not before the Cen­tauri landing pod had launched. Which was about to happen, very soon. Glendir was in the pod and ready to go. In just moments the roar of the engines would fill the air and flood the campus. Collier could feel the anticipation. Any second now.
What the hell was taking Glendir so long?
Collier could see the engineering building up ahead on his right. He grimaced at all of the activity. Officers were everywhere, shouting at students to leave, collecting stragglers, and physically dragging away anyone who tried to resist. Even now, a squad of officers was escorting an unfortunate student down the steps of the engineering building, and not just dragging him, but roughing him up, delivering kicks and blows, beating him senseless with their metal tubes. It was brutal. Connie would have a lot to answer for, Collier thought.
Then he recognized the student.
“Kellin!” he shouted, and took off in a sprint for the engineering building. He ran across the grass and stumbled to a halt in front of the squad of officers.
“You can’t have this man,” he demanded, catch­ing his breath.
“Who are you?” said the officer to Kellin’s right. A name tag on his vest identified him as MALLOY.
“Philip Collier. I’m a consultant to the Boston WPCA.” He glanced at Kellin. His eyes were blood­shot and his face was pale. He looked broken. Collier wasn’t even sure he could stand on his own. “This man is wanted for questioning.”
Malloy shook his head. “Sorry, failed a scan. He’s coming with us.”
“No,” Collier said. “Commissioner Dawkins wants to interrogate this lagger personally.”
“Dawkins?”
“She’s meeting us in the physics building. I need to take him there right away.”
Malloy frowned. “Can’t do it. Got my orders.” He shoved a hand in Kellin's back and pushed him forward, but Kellin lost his footing and fell. Malloy frowned, then grabbed him up by the collar and hauled him across the lawn with his squad in tow.
Collier ran around in front of the officers, blocking their path. Malloy halted his squad, annoyed. Collier folded his arms. “If you’d prefer to discuss this with the com­missioner, I can call her right now.” Which was a total bluff. The last thing he wanted to do was talk to Connie. But none of the officers would know that.
Malloy shrugged. “Go ahead.”
Collier grimaced. So much for that idea. Out of options, he took a deep breath and unclipped his projector from his belt.
 
Commissioner Dawkins marched from one office to the next in the medical center, throwing open doors and screaming Philip’s name. She was furious. The spacecraft was still missing and Phillip was avoiding all attempts to track him down. He’d obviously found a clever hiding place for the landing pod, and it was becoming apparent that the only way to find it would be to squeeze the location out of the professor with as much physical discomfort as that might entail.
Having found the medical center devoid of both professors and spaceships, Dawkins started toward the exit and was halfway to the door when her projector beeped. She unclipped it from her belt and stared at the display in disbelief. Phillip Collier. She hit a button and the device projected an image of the professor onto a chair in the lecture hall. She glared at the image, dumfounded.
“Good afternoon, Commissioner,” the image began. “I have good news. We have the lagger you’re looking for, and we’re headed to the physics building with him now. We’ll meet you there in ten minutes.”
Dawkins blinked at the image in confusion. What was he talking about? The spacemen? No way he’d turn over the spacemen. But did that mean they were here? On campus? It couldn’t be that simple. Phillip was up to something. But what? Only one way to find out. She began with a formal, “Thank you,” and before she could say anything else the image disappeared.
What the hell? Was that it? Dawkins stared at the empty chair, com­pletely baffled. This could not be good. Where did Phillip say he was going? The physics building. She clipped her projector to her belt and stormed out of the medical center.
 
Collier flipped his projector shut and smiled assuredly at the officers. Everyone had clearly seen the image of the commissioner projected on the lawn. Malloy narrowed his eyes.
“So what’s it going to be?” Collier said to the officer who’d insisted on the call. “Coming with me? Or do I tell the commissioner that I don’t have the lagger because you were just ‘following orders’?”
Malloy glared menacingly at Collier. “He’s still my prisoner,” he said through clenched jaws, “but we can stop by the physics building on the way to the van.”
Collier nodded, and using his newfound cred­ibility installed himself as the de facto leader of the band, deciding that they would need only Malloy and one other officer to escort the prisoner. The rest of the squad could go about their business rousting students and trashing university property.
Collier chose the smallest member of the squad to accompany them, and the four men started down the path to the physics building with the two PC officers in the lead. When they reached a secluded spot along the walkway, Collier jumped the smaller officer and pushed him down, wresting away his stun tube as he fell.
Malloy spun around and reached for his own tube, but Collier was faster. A flash of amber bounced off Malloy’s chest and drove him backwards to the ground. The smaller officer climbed to his knees, gazing nervously up at Collier. He stood slowly, raising both hands high in the air, then turned and ran away.
Collier grabbed Kellin by the sleeve and started pulling him along the path, but in his weakened state Kellin was not quick to follow.
“We have to hurry,” Collier said. “Glendir’s about to take off.”
Kellin stopped in his tracks. “He’s still here?” His battered face was a mix of gratitude and fear.
“He’s in the pod.” Collier said, studying Kellin’s face with a puzzled expression. He thought the young Centauri should have looked more excited than this.
“Is something wrong?” he asked.
“We can’t take off. They’ve got officers all over campus. There’s no way to get the pod outside.”
“It’s already outside.”
“But they’ve got—”
Collier waved a hand to cut him off. “Trust me,” he said. “You’re going home.” 

Chapter 81
 
KELLIN COULD SCARCELY BELIEVE that Glendir had waited for him. He’d told Kellin if he didn’t make it to the university in four hours, he’d leave. That was almost five hours ago. And Glendir never changed his mind. Ever. About anything.
Kellin was grateful for the reprieve, but he was fading fast and wasn’t sure how much longer he could hang on. His flight through the campus had taken almost every gram of strength he had left. The pain in his joints was excruciating and he was having trouble breathing. He would be useless to Glendir now, just so much dead weight.
But as long as he could take another step, another breath, he knew he couldn’t give up. Not yet. He and Glendir had discovered the Lost Planet, and he had stories about Earth to share with his friends back home.
Over the last few hours, Kellin had begun to suspect that the cause of his illness might be Earth itself, something in the food or the water, or even the air, and that once he was removed from the planet, his health would return. He could only hope.
 
Collier had barely enough time to grab a book off the shelf, settle into the leather chair behind his desk, and pretend to be reading before Commis­sioner Dawkins barged in. He was still catching his breath when the door crashed open. He feigned surprise, glancing up from the book.
“Well, good afternoon, Connie,” he said with a smile.
Collier tried to sound charming, but he was worried. The landing pod was still on the ground, still in plain sight. He’d gotten Kellin safely aboard with help from Glendir and a well-executed diversion, but that was almost ten minutes ago. They should’ve taken off by now.
Dawkins stormed into the room with a dozen PC officers backing her up. They crowded around Collier’s desk.
“Where are they?” she growled.
“Who?”
“Cut the act, Phillip. I know you’ve got them.”
Collier shook his head. “You can’t have them.”
“This isn’t open for discussion.”
“I have no intention of discussing it.”
Dawkins fumed. “I don’t have time for this. I want the laggers now, and I want their spaceship.”
Collier’s eyebrows rose. “They have a spaceship? What a shock.”
Dawkins gritted her teeth, unamused. “We’re going to find it, Phillip. You can’t hide it forever.”
Collier leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers in his lap and nar­rowing his eyes.
“What are you doing here, Connie?” he said. “I thought New York wasn’t your jurisdiction?”
Dawkins scowled, and was about to respond when a voice answered from the hall.
“That is correct,” the voice said, with a French accent. Dawkins spun around and glared at the door­way in fury.
Gerard Dufour stepped into the office dressed like the President of France. He unwrapped a white scarf from his neck and pulled a glove off his hand, one finger at a time.
“I am in charge ‘ere,” he announced, and to Collier said, “You will release the laggers into my custody.”
Dawkins raised a hand in front of Dufour. “No way,” she said. “The laggers escaped from my juris­diction. I’m returning them to Boston.”
“These are the Kingston laggers, no?”
“That’s none of your business.”
“I am afraid it is. I ‘ave contacted Paris, and they ‘ave asked me to take over the investigation into these particular laggers.”
Dawkins stood toe-to-toe with the Frenchman, towering over him.
“The laggers are mine, Dufour. You’re wasting your time.”
Dufour, unintimidated, shook his head. “I think not,” he said. “Paris ‘ave also asked me to accept your resignation.”
Dawkins’ jaw dropped. For a moment she was speechless, then re­covered enough to say, “Why would Paris want to fire me?”
“Per’aps it ‘as something to do with the biologist. Or per’aps the lagger camp.”
Dawkins’ face turned dark red. Her eyes flared with rage. Only one person could’ve given Dufour that information. She spun around to Collier, pointing a menacing finger. “You!” she screamed. “You told him!”
Collier hadn’t been paying a lot of attention while the two commis­sioners fought. He was trying not to show it, but with each passing second he was growing increasingly worried. The landing pod was still on the ground. Something must have gone wrong, a problem with the pod. Or maybe the Centauris had been caught. He had to keep stalling.
“You had no right to imprison the Centauris,” he said to Dawkins. “They aren’t laggers. They don’t mean us any harm.”
“Of course they do. How could you be so stupid? They want to destroy us.”
“No. They only want to go home.”
“Well, that’s not going to happen now, is it? They’re surrounded. Every building. Nothing’s getting in or out. So you can either tell me where they are, or you can rot in jail while I turn this place upside down.”
Collier took a deep breath. He stood and turned to the window, opening the blinds and peering out through the narrow slats.
“Sorry,” he said, “I can’t help you.”
“I’m not leaving here without them!” Dawkins screamed.
Collier gazed out the window. It was nearing twilight and the campus was absent the usual student traffic. A few officers had returned and were roaming through the quad, some scanning the buildings, others resting on benches near the marble globe.
Only it wasn’t the marble globe. It was the landing pod.
“I’m afraid you are,” Collier said. 
“This isn’t a game, Phillip! Bring me those men, right now!”
Outside, steam wafted from the base of the pod. Officers scattered from the benches and ran for cover. Collier smiled, relieved.
“Too late,” he said.
An ear-splitting roar washed over the quad, shaking the ground and rattling the panes of glass in Collier’s window.
Dawkins fought through the crowd of officers and rushed to the window. She stood aghast as flames shot from the base of the pod and splayed across the damp grass, then watched in horror as the pod lifted off and streaked into the sky. 

Chapter 82
 
PROFESSOR COLLIER stood alone in the snow-covered grass in front of the university. The campus was deserted, students and teachers chased away, and PC officers ordered back to their respective precincts. The sun had set, but still projected an iridescent light into the pale evening sky. Remnants of the old dome glowed orange on the horizon. It was time to pull those things down, Collier thought, although he knew the historical preservation societies would have a fit if anyone tried. Who were they saving it for? Future generations?
Somewhere over North America, the Kumar was circling the planet on its way to rendezvous with the Centauri landing pod. At an altitude of a hundred kilometers, the giant ship would be clearly visible from the surface of the planet, but Collier knew that catching a glimpse of the spacecraft was a long shot. The rendezvous might take place anywhere around the globe, and the orbital track was likely too far south. Still, he had to try, so he stood in the grass in the waning daylight and scanned the heavens until his neck hurt.
A half hour later he finally gave up. He sighed his disappointment and headed back to his office. He was strolling through the quad—every bench and blade of grass scorched black from the searing heat of the Centauri landing pod’s engine—when he caught a glimpse of something moving in the bushes. He stopped and scanned the rows of thick plants and trees.
It was difficult to see anything in the fading twilight, but there was definitely something in the bushes, thirty meters away. The professor took a cautious step closer. The bushes rustled, and a figure sprang from the undergrowth.
Collier stared in shock as an unruly man with a battered coat and blond hair stuffed under a knit cap smiled at him and waved.
“Peter?” Collier stared at the lagger in total bewilderment. The man seemed to keep showing up at the university unannounced.
Peter ran toward the professor.
“Did they make it?” he called out.
Collier scanned the blackened quad, evidence apparently lost on Peter. He nodded, saying, “Thanks to you,” then went on to describe his timely encoun­ter with Glendir, Dawkins’ takeover of the university, Kellin’s rescue from the engineering building, and the ultimate launch of the landing pod. 
Peter beamed. “So what’re you going to do now?” he said. “Can’t go back to work for the PC.”
“No,” Collier said thoughtfully, then looked up at the darkening sky. The first stars of the evening were beginning to appear. “But we don’t need to worry about the PC anymore.”
“They’ll never stop hunting laggers.”
“Maybe not,” Collier said with a wistful smile, still gazing up at the heavens. “But there’s a whole world of laggers out there. A world the PC can’t touch.”
Peter smiled at that.
 
The Kumar was no longer in orbit around the equator. The ship had moved much higher, to an altitude of more than a million kilometers, and its orbit was tilted so that it was now perpendicular to a bright star in the southern sky, four-point-three light years distant. The ship itself was aimed directly at the star, at least to within a few tenths of a second of arc. A ship on that trajectory would pass well within a billion kilometers of the star—even accounting for its slight drift within the galaxy over the next eight months—and that would easily be close enough to trigger a shutdown of the Kumar’s engines. 
Assuming Glendir could get the engines started.
The control room for the giant fusion reactor aboard the Kumar wasn’t much larger than a closet. Glendir sat in a cramped chair in the middle of the tiny room, surrounded by banks of dials, gauges, switches, and monitors. Kellin floated overhead, out of the way, arms wrapped around his failing body.
The fusion reactor didn’t power the Kumar directly—it was only the first stage of the process. The reactor fed the ship’s eight engines, which converted the energy into massive particles that produced the immense gravitational fields needed to bend time and space. Restarting the reactor wasn’t as simple as opening a fuel valve. They first had to reignite the core, an operation that would only be successful if sufficient residual heat remained in the chamber. On Centauri, restart tests had been conducted on similar reactors after increasingly long cold soaks, and the current record was 88 hours, 23 minutes. Kellin and Glendir had already exceeded that by more than four hours.
The restart process involved careful modulation of the magnetic confinement beams. Fuel for the reactor, a deuterium/tritium mix, would only “burn” under extreme conditions of temperature and pressure that converted the fuel to plasma. By slowly increasing the strength of the confinement beams, the plasma would compress, like a new star collapsing under its own gravity. This would increase the plasma’s temperature to the point where it would spontaneously ignite, at least in theory, and usually in practice.
Glendir studied the monitors in front of him and took a deep breath. He began feeding fuel to the reactor, then pushed a slide control forward on the con­sole, applying power to the reactor’s magnetic field. Inside the reaction chamber, hot gas began to coalesce into a sphere the size of a beach ball. Glendir watched the gauges closely, and within a few seconds the temperature inside the reactor jumped a million degrees. He nodded in satisfaction. The ball of plasma had burst into a tiny star. He eased back on the confinement beams and shoved the throttle to the firewall. The tiny star grew.
“I think it’s working,” he said, but a moment later he watched in dismay as the temperature fell. The star fizzled out.
Glendir slumped in his chair. Over the past four days he’d never com­pletely given up on the idea of going home. He knew they’d pushed the limits of the Lywis drive with their extended stay on the planet, but he still expected the restart procedure to work. It almost always had.
This time it didn’t, however, and Glendir had to face reality. They couldn’t go home, and there was no way they were going to return to Earth. They would have to remain in orbit around the angry planet, possibly for years, and wait for another Centauri ship to arrive. Assuming one ever did.
Kellin’s eyes were barely open, only enough to note the disappointment in Glendir’s face.
“What happened?” he asked weakly.
“I flooded it,” Glendir replied glumly. “The plasma field must’ve been too small for all that fuel.”
Kellin frowned, and then asked naïvely, “Can you try it again?”
Glendir sat up straight. Could he? Was that even possible? Would the plasma reignite after a second shutdown? He couldn’t think of any reason why not, other than the fact that he’d be repeating a process and expecting different results.
It might work, though. The brief burst of energy from the failed star wouldn’t have adversely affected the residual temperature in the reaction chamber, and it’s possible the restart process could be altered slightly. Glendir took a deep breath and tried again, col­lapsing the plasma gas until it ignited, and this time feeding in just a trickle of fuel. He left the tiny star to expand on its own, pushing against the powerful mag­netic field, increasing gradually in size and strength. He nudged the throttle forward, and watched anx­iously as the core temperature began to rise.
“It’s working,” he said with little conviction. He’d never restarted a reactor this way, this slowly. It was going to take a long time, if it worked at all. He finessed the controls over the next two hours, eyes fixed on the gauges, until his hands were shaking and sweat was beading on his brow. The little star con­tinued to burn precariously, the reactor temperature creeping slowly upward. It still had a long ways to go.
Once Glendir felt he had a handle on the process, or close enough, he programmed the throttle to increase fuel flow at a slow and steady rate, and then programmed the confinement beams to decrease field strength at a corresponding rate. When he was finished, he slumped back in his chair. If everything worked as planned, in a little more than ten hours the reactor would begin feeding energy to the massive engines of the Kumar. The Lywis drive would be back online, and the ship would be bound on a course for Alpha Centauri. Glendir could only wait and hope.
His more immediate concern now was Kellin. His shipmate was dying. He could tell. He had seen the symptoms many times before. Kellin had somehow acquired, on Earth, the disease that was killing thousands of Centauris back home.
Kellin could barely speak, which meant a discus­sion of their options was not really possible, and so Glendir made the decision for both of them

Chapter 83
 
PETER WALKED out of the main gates of the university and stood on the sidewalk alone, gazing up and down the empty boulevard. Hovering streetlamps began to glow, and a hazy sky reflected the lights of the city. He walked two blocks to a transit stop and caught a bus to New Rochelle. Moving sidewalks would have taken him all the way to Port Chester, but the sidewalks were slow, and it was getting cold. Also, he had a friend in New Rochelle, a young woman by the name of April Watson. April’s mother, Rose, was one of the founders of the New York camp, the same camp that was presently relocating to an abandoned nuclear power facility along the coast of Maine.
It was almost midnight when Peter arrived. He found April’s house, a nondescript black cube nestled among a long row of black cubes, and walked up to the front porch. He rang a chime and a moment later the wall in front of him opened up. Standing inside was a woman in bathrobe and slippers, with a pleasant face and dark hair tied in a loose ponytail. The woman greeted Peter with a surprised smile, then reached out for a hug.
April welcomed Peter inside and offered him tea. Minutes later they were sitting across from each other in a cozy living room, sipping from small cups, and after a brief exchange about the weather, Peter recounted the unfortunate news of the lagger camp. April sat for a moment in silence, then asked about her mother. Peter only shook his head.
“I’m sure she’s okay, though. Everyone got away. I’m headed up there now to look for them.”
“What about your sister? Is she still in Boston?” Peter winced, and April noted the sorrow in his eyes.
“What happened?” she asked.
Peter sighed, and offered his customary response. “It’s a long story.”
But April had plenty of time, and so Peter told her all about the events of the past four days, about the Kingston safe house and his narrow escape there, about Commissioner Dawkins and Professor Collier and the stolen Centauri landing pod, and about his new friends Kellin and Glendir, and their world among the stars.
When Peter was finished, April could only shake her head in wonder.
“A world of laggers?” she asked.
“That’s what the professor said.”
“It sounds like a fairy tale.”
April got up to make another pot of tea. She invited Peter to stay a few days, but Peter declined, explaining to her that he wanted to get up to Maine as quickly as possible, and see if Bonnie was all right. April understood, and asked Peter to tell her mother that she missed her. Peter nodded and assured her he would, but then she asked if he wouldn’t mind returning right away with news of the camp, and Peter said he couldn’t make any promises. So after another long discussion April offered to drive Peter to Maine herself, and they left right around 4:00 a.m.
 
Kellin and Glendir were strapped into narrow seats, a meter apart, in front of a long console. The room behind them was large and cluttered with boxes. The curved walls of the room glowed with a gray luminescence, like an overcast sky. Monitors lined the walls, and several more lay flat against the low ceiling.
Kellin shifted in his seat, unable to get comfort­able. Even weightless, he was having trouble moving. Glendir had gotten him into the launch chair, but his joints were useless and all of his muscles were on fire. He found himself drifting in and out of consciousness.
Like Glendir, he had seen these symptoms before. Many times.
 
Glendir looked across at his deteriorating ship­mate and grimaced. He realized he wasn’t feeling well himself, but he was at least able to function. He flipped switches on the console, and one by one the monitors around the room flickered to life. Most of the screens displayed long columns of numerical data. The monitor in front of him displayed a green-on-black wire diagram of the planet below. He tapped the screen once and the planet rotated slowly. He tapped it again and the rotation stopped.
Reaching for an overhead switch, he turned to Kellin.
“Ready?” he said
Kellin, fighting to stay alert, smiled wanly.
Glendir flipped the switch forward, and a low rumble rose up from the floor. 

Chapter 84
 
A YELLOW SUN floated over the horizon, indistinct behind a purple haze. A rocky beach stretched along the coast for several kilometers in either direction. Green hills rose up inland, forming a backdrop for two massive concrete cylinders a hundred meters tall, shaped like giant hour­glasses. Cows and sheep wandered the grasslands below the hills. Near the beach, pens and coops made of plastic sheets housed pigs and chickens. Farther inland, canvas tents dotted the sandy fields. On the beach below, men, women, and children gathered in large groups, warming themselves around tall campfires. Tired faces gazed into the flames. A great deal of work was behind them, but a great deal more lay ahead.
A little farther down the beach, Frank Davies, Rose Watson, Leroy Folger, and several others were drawing in the sand with sticks. They were drafting plans for the new camp, laying out the farms and stables, locating the solar panels, identifying fresh water sources, and preparing for the next evacuation. Frank was doing most of the talking, explaining the details, while Rose and Leroy took notes on light boards.
 
Rose Watson saw it first. A dark gray lenticular shape was forming over the hills behind the cooling towers. It could’ve been a cloud, but it was rising too quickly. Rose pointed to the sky, and everyone looked up at the giant object in awe. The gray form grew until it was a large disk in the sky, dwarfing the concrete towers below. It pushed through the haze and hovered over the ocean, then drifted toward the camp and settled on the sand a hundred meters down the beach. A panel opened in the side of the craft, folding down to form a ramp. Two figures stepped out on the top of the ramp, and the taller figure waved.
The campers stood as a group, riveted in shock. Never in their lives had they seen an aircraft as sleek and awe-inspiring as the giant cargo trans­port from the Kumar. They gazed at each other and back to the spacecraft, but no one moved until Bonnie took off running. She ran to the ship and the entire camp followed, swarming the beach and collecting at the base of the ramp.
Bonnie reached the ramp first and didn’t slow down. She sprinted to the top and threw herself at Kellin, wincing in anguish when he collapsed in her arms. She held him tight for a moment, then helped him gently down the ramp, reassuring him all the while that he would soon be well.
Glendir remained at the top of the ramp and addressed the crowd. He spoke at length about the ancient space missions, and why he and Kellin had come to Earth. He described life on Centauri, the laws and govern­ment, the schools and the people, the climate and culture. He talked about the commu­nication lag between two stars, even stars as close together as Alpha Centauri and Alpha Cas.
He had begun explaining about the nature of space travel when a green car burst in from the woods and raced across the beach. The crowd backed away instinctively as the vehicle slid to a stop in the sand. They watched anxiously as the canopy slowly rose, then rushed the car when Peter and April climbed out.
April spotted Rose in the crowd and started to cry. She ran to her mother and hugged her tight. The rest of the group approached the car and everyone had questions for the new arrivals. Peter answered all he could, and when they asked him about the PC, he told them he’d heard they were searching for the new camp, concentrating their efforts in Georgia, based on information they’d received from an undercover informant.
When all of the questions had been answered to everyone’s satisfaction, the group moved up the beach to the gleaming spacecraft. Frank explained to Peter and April what the Centauris had proposed, and Peter nodded in full agreement. Leroy Folger and the camp elders volunteered to stay behind and take care of the animals, as did most of the couples with children. The rest of the men and women exchanged handshakes, took one last look at Earth, and started up the ramp. 

Epilogue
 
OF THE SEVEN hundred forty-three men and women who accompanied Kellin and Glendir back to Centauri, sixteen were doctors. The disease that threatened the Centauri planet’s exist­ence turned out to be no match for their advanced medical science.
Kellin and Glendir never told the people of Cen­tauri much about what they’d found on their journey. They told them only that Earth was dying, and that the laggers were the last of their kind, which in its own way was true.
The men and women from Earth settled in a small town south of Montgomery Bay. Centauris re­spected their privacy and under­stood their reluc­tance to talk about the old world. To keep Centauri free of synthetics, the laggers urged their younger members to take partners only within their own community. A single exception was made for Bonnie, and after a long engagement she and Kellin were married. A year later they had a daughter, Cassie. To the relief of all, Cassie was mortal.
With efforts renewed by the certain knowledge that Earth was no longer just a legend, the ruins of the original settlements were finally uncovered. Cen­tauri archaeolo­gists found not only the early landing ships and under-ground habitats, but whole cities. They were buried far deeper than anyone had ever thought to look before, and they were far older than anyone had ever imagined.
Kellin continued teaching history, and with Bon­­nie’s help wrote the definitive book on the history of the Centauri colonies. Kellin and Bonnie also wrote several textbooks together in the nascent field of bio­logy, and worked to develop a new curriculum at the university to study and teach the life sciences. And while Kellin’s controversial theories about Earth were no longer dis­puted, he still managed to provoke a great deal of debate over his radical new ideas about human evolution.
Once a month, Kellin and Glendir would meet at the university for lunch. Kellin would turn over to Glendir a document containing a brief history of recent events on Centauri. Glendir would take the data and com­bine it with the latest technical docu­ments from the scientific community, then broadcast the whole thing into space, in the direc­tion of Alpha Cas, at 520 MHz, over the university’s new EMR trans­mitter. Because Glendir had become something of a folk hero for saving the planet, none of his col­leagues ever questioned him about this, or even knew exactly what he was doing, although construction of the giant transmitter atop Mount Kazamura had raised a few eyebrows.
So Earth remained a mystery to the colo­nists of Alpha Centauri, although the legend of the Lost Planet never died. Stories of mighty sailing ships and distant lands and brave settlers were passed down from one generation to the next, and The Earth Society con­tinued to foster hope that some­day the two worlds, Earth and Centauri, would once again be reunited.
But they never went back.

XIV. Cultural Effects
 
By the hundredth century, organized religion had ceased to be an element of the social con­sciousness, and the people of Earth tended to think of centuries as being numbered from the days of the first humans, or at least the days when humans first learned to count. This was probably close enough. Few histor­ical accounts exist more than ten centuries earlier than that, and those accounts are difficult to date with any accuracy.
The first twenty-five centuries saw many cul­tural changes. Through the Dark Ages, the Renais­sance, the Industrial Revolution, the Environmental Move­ment, and finally the PC Centuries, Earth’s popula­tion grew from 100 million to more than twenty bil­lion. Each new change seemed to be either a result of the popula­tion growth, or designed to support it. The Industrial cen­turies, for example, allowed a world of a billion people to be more productive. The environmental centuries attempted to stretch the planet’s resources to support upwards of twenty billion. The folly of that idea was finally accepted by the twenty-second century, when the PC laws took over to drive the population back below two billion.
Then the M-gene was discovered, and after one final upheaval, cultural changes came to a halt. Perhaps it was fortunate that the Environmental Movement and the resultant PC laws occurred before the M-gene, as reducing the population from twenty billion to two would have been immeasurably more difficult if those twenty billion people had not been mortal. Billions of years of evolution had created humans with two over­riding instincts—self-preservation and species preserva­tion. Clearly one of those had to go, and the decision did not need to be put to a vote, especially as the major driver for species preservation could still be enjoyed without actually having children.
But there were many who argued that halting repro­duction effec­tively halted evolution, which required among the population a tacit agreement that humanity had gone far enough. Evolutionists, imagin­ing a brighter future, attempted to amend the PC laws, to allow anyone willing to give up their place in the world to have a child. Unfortunately the majority of the population felt that such an amend­ment would be impossible to enforce, and so the evolutionists took the matter into their own hands.
The cultural upheaval resulting from the introduc­­tion of the M-gene was easily antici­pated. Ideas about risk and reward were greatly skewed. Risk of failure was less of an issue, as redoes were un­limited. Risk of physical harm, on the other hand, became a much greater issue. This factor, probably more than any other, eliminated wars. No one was willing to die for a cause, and anyone attempting to coerce others to fight on his or her author­­ity was quickly relieved of that authority. The tremen­dous economic benefits of a healthy, childless, and age­less society in terms of health care, productivity, and defense virtually elimi­nated poverty and crime.
The static post-M-gene culture reflected a com­plete lack of social, economic, political, and techno­logical progress. Although already well-advanced in all of these pursuits by the twenty-fifth century, no signi­fi­cant changes occurred in any of them over the next several hun­dred centu­ries. Nowhere was this more evident than in the dearth of scientific or tech­nological advancement, where basic questions about the nature of the universe remained unresolved for more than two hundred thou­sand years.
 
—excerpt from A Brief History of Earth, K. Rhonden and B. Adams
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