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For those who love wardrobes...

1. Coventry Hill

––––––––

~ Position is the 0th derivative of displacement.

Displacement indicates the change in position of a point, particle, or object. ~

Abbey added the last valence shell to her ionic bonding diagram of sodium chloride and paused to listen. Instead of the usual clack, clack, clack of Simon’s computer keyboard, the clatter of containers of metallic objects being overturned and drawers being opened and closed echoed down the hallway.

Abbey moved on to covalent bonds.

Simon sauntered past her and down to the crypt—their joking name for the dark and uninviting basement of the split-level rancher they shared with their parents and Abbey’s twin, Caleb. The sound of storage bins being dragged across the floor drifted up the stairs. Simon returned to the kitchen and went to the fridge where he filled two water bottles and made four salami-and-lettuce sandwiches, wrapping each methodically in wax paper.

“What are you doing?” Abbey asked.

“Running away,” Simon said.

“No, seriously.”

“None of your business.” His eyes, so blue they bordered on purple, met hers unflinchingly. Her heart skittered a little. He pulled his black toque over his head.

“I’m going out,” he said. “To a friend’s. Tell Mom I’ll be home by eight.”

“But...” Abbey started, the words you don’t have any friends dying on her lips.

Simon lifted his chin slightly as if to challenge her, and then took his sandwiches and water bottles and descended the stairs. The basement door slammed.

Abbey drew five valence electrons for nitrogen before placing her pencil against the top of her notebook. Simon never went out after school. She rose and went to the picture window in the living room. The speckled grey of the empty road curved away from their drive and descended into town. She crossed the living room to the window that looked out onto the base of Coventry Hill, the small wooded mountain area that abutted their home on the edge of the town, and saw Simon’s black toque disappearing up the path into the afghan of green.

Abbey grabbed her new pink and orange American Eagle cardigan and slipped on her sneakers. She eyeballed Farley, their Chesapeake Bay Retriever, curled in a circle on his bed in the living room. Farley would probably eat Mrs. Forrester’s fish fertilizer again. Best to leave him behind. Abbey paused on the doorstep. How long would this take, really? Not long, she hoped. But who knew when her parents would be home? She thrust her key into the lock, turned it, and headed across the street.

The back of Caleb’s grey t-shirt, Levis, and blue and tan Adidas sneakers stuck out from underneath Mrs. Forrester’s camellia bush. Mrs. Forrester’s adult son, Mark, who had Asperger’s, waved wildly at Abbey from inside the house. She waved back and checked her watch. Four o’clock. Still time. She had to finish her Chem 12 lab before dinner.

“Cale?” she said.

Her twin’s brilliant red head popped out from under the glossy green leaves. “Yes?”

“Simon packed a bunch of stuff, including food, and said he was going to a friend’s. Then he took off up Coventry Hill.”

“Our Simon? Simon Sinclair, who never leaves his computer lair, has gone hiking?”

“We’d better go after him.”

“What? We’re going to stalk our older brother? What if he’s on a date?”

“There’s something wrong, Cale. He packed too much stuff and I saw Russell Andrews pushing him around again today. He looked even worse than usual. I’m worried.”

Caleb cocked his head to the side and shrugged, his quintessential gesture. He shrugged at everything, whereas Abbey stomped. She wondered if it was some weird yin and yang of body parts that developed in utero. For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction, Abbey whispered in her mind—her stupid brainiac mind-feed, as her brothers called it—always running. The girls at school thought Caleb was a laid-back surfer kind of dude, which apparently they found wildly attractive, and Caleb played up the persona. They probably thought he was dumb, but Abbey knew his shrugs meant he was thinking. He always liked to consider the situation, and looking like a silent jock bought him time. “I’m going after him,” Abbey continued, “and I need you to come with me.”

Caleb lowered his shoulders and nodded, placing his clippers next to the bin of garden waste. “Don’t you think we should text Mom instead? I’m on the clock.”

“Mom’s way too busy. The election is in two weeks. Besides, what are we going to say? Simon went out for a hike? She’d think that was lovely or some stupid thing.”

Abbey turned and marched to the edge of the cul-de-sac that led to the hill. Mark banged the window with his fist as they left, yelling something at them. She liked Mark, but it was frightening to see a large man with dark stubble and hunched shoulders throw his body around like that. There was a lot of mass there. Momentum equals mass times velocity, her brainiac mind-feed supplied. She tried not to imagine Mark hurtling through the window. Acceleration due to gravity equals nine point eight meters per second squared. Abbey shivered slightly in the fall air.

“What’s up with Mark today?” she asked, thumbing her hand at the window. “He’s pretty upset about something.”

Caleb shrugged. “He and Mrs. Forrester were arguing over whether he could go out or not. I think she tries to protect him too much.”

Abbey started up the path, her legs already feeling fatigued. Perhaps she ought to stop skipping P.E. to go to the chemistry lab. Caleb fell into an easy step beside her. She peered through the dense foliage. The intertwining greens of tree and bush made her eyes cross.

“I heard Russell telling Simon outside homeroom this morning that he better not let him down. Russell looked really mad. Something’s up.”

Caleb’s fingers closed around Abbey’s arm while she spoke, and he pulled her into the bushes, the freckled finger of his other hand extended.

A few hundred meters away, Simon was crawling around on the forest floor in front of a rosebush dotted with pink flowers, groping at something on the ground like a blind person. And as if this weren’t enough, there was a frantic urgency to his movements that alarmed Abbey.

“What is he doing? Is he hurt? We should go help him,” Abbey hissed.

Caleb didn’t move, and maintained his grip on her arm.

Abbey turned and glared at him, trying to wrench away. What if Simon had taken drugs or something and was sick? She couldn’t imagine him doing that, but she knew other kids at school did. What if Simon had finally capitulated? She tried to push Caleb’s hand away, but he outweighed her by about forty pounds. Unlike Simon, who remained reed-thin, Caleb had already started working out at the gym. She swatted at him. Then he went strangely bug-eyed, let go of her arm, and lurched to his feet.

Abbey spun around.

Simon was gone.

Caleb launched up the hill. Abbey chased after her twin, searching the trees for her older brother.

“Where did he go?” Abbey asked, her voice tight and wan with the exertion.

“He just vanished.”

“That’s impossible. He must have wandered off somewhere.” She faced into the trees and called out a defiant, “Simon! Si! It’s us. It’s Abbey and Caleb.”

Caleb tugged at her arm again, his normally dancing green eyes deadly earnest. “Ab, I’m not kidding you. He was there one second, and then he was gone.”

Bile rose into her throat. People did not just disappear. It was theoretically impossible.

“Look!” Caleb said, as they skidded to a stop where they’d last seen Simon. He pointed at the base of the flowered bush. Square stones embedded in the ground poked out from under the thorny bramble, their browns and greys blending into the dirt. Caleb raked his hands through his hair and lifted his shoulders in his customary shrug. “I dunno. This rosebush isn’t wild. I heard this area was an old town site at the turn of the century when they were mining up here. Maybe there’s an old foundation or well hidden underneath here... Maybe he fell.”

“How could he have fallen through that bush? It’s massive,” Abbey said. The bush towered overhead and spanned at least twelve feet in diameter—four meters, she corrected in her mind, in keeping with her resolution to use only metric like true scientists—its spiny branches reaching toward them in a wild spray of thorns. An unusual tree with a shiny green trunk and red, papery bark grew up out of the center of the bush.

“I’m going to crawl under that lower vine and take a look.”

“What if you fall too?”

“I’ll keep my hands on solid ground at all times and inch forward. No chance of me falling.” Caleb sank to his knees and began to crawl forward. “Si? Simon? Are you there?” Caleb ducked his head under the rose vine and tried to look further into the green mass.

Abbey strained her eyes at the thorny bramble, listening for any response from Simon.

Then Caleb disappeared.

Abbey lunged forward, screaming, as she clutched for Caleb, but he vanished—not as if falling into a hole, but as if every last atom in his body had been annihilated by anti-matter, with no resultant burst of energy. There was simply nothing left.

“Caleb!” Abbey shouted, as she stood alone, while the trees whispered above her. But nobody answered. She began to shiver violently. This defied all definitions of reality that she’d constructed around her in her fourteen years of life. Her fingers brushed the cool gloss of her cell phone. If she called her mother and then waited, it might be too late.

Abbey crouched in front of the stones and reached her hand out, placing her forefinger on the center stone. The effect was instantaneous. She heard a slight whooshing noise and felt like she was on an elevator moving forward, instead of up or down. The forest became hazy. Wherever Simon and Caleb were, they were not in a well. Everything around her extended and blurred, as if she were being propelled at the speed of light. Light, which moves at three hundred thousand kilometers per second. She closed her eyes and tried not to scream.

Within a few seconds, the ground beneath her reconstituted and she decelerated. She had the feeling of being pushed off an escalator, and then she found herself blinking in suddenly dazzling sunlight. She scanned frantically for Caleb and Simon and nearly leapt on top of Caleb when she spotted him a few meters away. But then she just stared. 

She stood on some sort of causeway or marina dock suspended in the air over a scoured red clay hillside, a waist-high guardrail with metal siding the only thing between her and a significant drop. Smaller causeways branched off the main one on which she stood, and broad, small-winged planes or space vessels hung in the air at various points along the branches, with gangplanks attached at the entrances to each. The berths all had different four-digit numbers, like addresses. The largest branching path, to the right off the main causeway, had a sign that read Commercial Only, while the two smaller branches extending off the left side of the causeway were labeled Recreational and Corporate.

Right behind her, two carved wooden platforms with benches sat on either side of a short, curving trail of stones. Abbey stared at the stones. What had just happened? Some sort of trick of quantum entanglement transport straight out of Star Trek? A catapult that could propel them through the air at the speed of light? Or had they not really left at all? 

She searched the hill for signs of the seams, the junction points, where this world faded into hers, an illusion that would fall away if she could just find the edges. But she could see no rift, just vast blue sky and barren hills dotted with sparse scrub. To her right sat a small cubical building covered in mirrored glass set into the hill of red dirt. Below the causeway, the hill gave way to flatter, more vegetated land dotted with small, round dwelling-like structures. Many were half underground, with strange dome roofs, making them look like clusters of mushrooms. A river snaked through the structures.

All the explanations Abbey could think of were highly improbable, and of far more immediate concern was the realization that she couldn’t see Simon anywhere. Her stomach had lodged somewhere near her lungs and twanged uncomfortably. It was just the twitching of the sympathetic nerve in her stomach wall, she knew. But that didn’t make it any better.

Two vessels cruised past overhead and sank gracefully into spots along the causeway, their physics of movement breathtakingly inexplicable. People could be seen loading and unloading vessels or walking up or down the causeway, wheeling luggage. Railway tracks extended out from the building and ran directly down the side of the hill on a steep angle. A train raced up the hill on the tracks, another startling impossibility of physics—unless it was on a cable, like an elevator. Rail tracks emerged in all directions from the center of the structures below, like spokes on a bike.

It was hotter and windier than the warm October afternoon they’d just left. Abbey squinted as the light refracted off buildings and surfaces with more force than it ever had in the world they’d left behind. But the sky was still blue, the signs were written in English, and the people moving around on various parts of the causeway appeared to be human. 

She grasped Caleb’s arm fiercely. He’d been gazing about just as wildly as she had. “We have to find Simon.”

“He’s over there,” Caleb said, gesturing to the right. “Just sitting on that bench. I saw him when I came through.”

Abbey saw what she’d missed before—the lone figure of her brother on a distant bench on the main artery of the commercial causeway. “What are we going to do?”

“I guess we should go get Simon and then go home,” Caleb said a bit reluctantly. She could already see an unnerving twitch of excitement brewing in his eyes.

“If we can even get home,” Abbey said. “I don’t think we should leave the stones.” Her voice sounded slightly hysterical. Sympathetic nerves and limbic systems weren’t useful in crisis situations, and Caleb, clearly, was in possession of neither.

“The stones are there,” Caleb said. “I’ll step back through and make sure we can go back and forth. Then we can go get Simon.” Caleb’s pupils had shrunk to specks of black in a sea of green ochre. “You have to admit, Ab, this is pretty cool—like going to Narnia or something!”

“Are you a mental case?” Abbey snapped. “This is so not cool. We might not ever get back or see our parents or Farley, or anything, ever again. What if you step on the stones and go somewhere else altogether?” She cursed the testosterone and general boy-ness of her twin that had led Caleb to jump off cliffs, climb trees, take jumps on his bike, explore alleyways, and propel them both into unwanted adventures all her life. This was an adventure of wholly new proportions.

“Okay, okay,” Caleb said, holding up his hand. “I’ll stick my head through to make sure we can go back. You hold my hand tightly. If I get pulled somewhere, you’ll come with me.”

“That could be even worse,” Abbey said. “Then we won’t even be with Simon.”

“Do you have a better suggestion?”

“No. I don’t know.” She felt like she was on the verge of a panic attack as her mind efficiently, mechanically, and relentlessly calculated odds, risks, and probabilities.

The doors to the building opened. A man and woman stepped out and headed briskly in Abbey and Caleb’s direction. The couple wore navy pantsuits, dark glasses, and sunhats with broad brims. ID cards hung around their necks.

Caleb pulled Abbey over to look over the guardrail with him. The comfort of his hand in hers steadied her a bit.

The woman spoke into a headset. “We’ll handle the coordinate problem after we upgrade the OS for Warkentin.” Abbey felt the slight swish of air at their passing. The pair turned and headed down the corporate branch of the causeway. They were definitely human, they looked completely normal, and they spoke English. Abbey’s mind flicked through the possibilities—a parallel universe, another planet, another world, or another time.

Caleb pulled her in the direction of the stones. “Let’s just give it a try.”

Abbey nodded. Her normally reliable brain, entrenched in fight-or-flight mode, was not generating any better suggestions.

Simon still sat on the bench four hundred meters away.

Abbey clenched Caleb’s hand tightly in her own and braced herself on the causeway. Caleb leaned forward and edged one foot onto one of the stones, jutting his head out. Immediately, Abbey felt the pull from his body and then the acceleration. She tried to yank back on Caleb but her feet lost all traction, and then they were back in the forest, their forest, their eyes trying to adjust to the diminished light.

“See, it’s fine,” Caleb said. “We can just go back and forth.”

“We don’t know that,” Abbey said, but she grasped this small shred of relief and held onto it tightly. “Let’s just go get Simon.”

Despite the unsettling but now familiar plummet through nothingness, the stones returned them to the causeway without incident. Simon had risen from the bench and his black toque bobbed slowly down the commercial causeway. They walked quickly after him, but he stopped every few meters to stare at something in his hands—his phone probably, but how could it possibly be working?—making it easy to gain on him. Despite her stress level, Abbey had to gape at the vessels that floated silently past, picking up speed as they moved farther away from the causeway, veering and rolling effortlessly. She looked for exhaust, for any sign of combustion, any hint of the type of fuel they used, but there was none.

Caleb’s face shone with a barely suppressed look of rapture. He’d unbuttoned his shirt, revealing his beaded peace necklace.

“Don’t start enjoying this, Cale. We’re getting Simon and then we’re leaving,” Abbey said, tying her sweater around her waist.

Simon whirled and jumped as they approached, and then stopped walking. His lips twisted into a smirky half-smile, but something almost like relief flitted across his pale face. He thrust his iPhone back into his jeans pocket. “Ah, the Squeaksters.” He laughed almost manically at his personal joke regarding their supposed squeaky-clean status. He’d become more and more secretive and prickly toward them in the last few months. Their mother had said to leave him alone. That he was just going through teenage stuff. That he should be left to his programming, his increasingly all-encompassing obsession. But Abbey missed the patient and reserved older brother who used to play board games with her, who would hang back with her in social situations while Caleb always plunged ahead. She supposed that chumming with your geeky younger sister, who’d been afflicted with an exceedingly uncool IQ of over one sixty-five, wasn’t high on the list of favorite activities for an almost sixteen-year-old boy. She was sure Simon was just as smart as she was. He was just better at hiding it.

“All done with your homework?” Simon had intended this to be sarcastic, Abbey was sure. But his voice broke a bit, and ended up sounding more scared than mean. He’d grown impossibly tall over the summer, and if he stopped wearing that toque and frowning all the time, might even be vaguely good-looking. Abbey couldn’t believe none of the girls at Coventry High had noticed. But his averted eyes, awkwardness, and preference for wearing all black likely screamed a warning to most females.

“Simon, where are we?” Caleb asked.

Simon pressed his lips together. “I’m not sure exactly.”

“You better spill, or we’ll tell Mom and Dad. How did you find this place?” Caleb said.

“Like they’d believe you.”

“They might, and besides, look around—we’re your best and only allies right now and you might need us. So spill. How did you know about this place?”

Simon scowled and removed a crinkled piece of paper from his pocket and thrust it at Abbey. She smoothed it out and read:

Envelope-to: flykid4@homenet.com

Date: Thu, 15 October 2012 07:17:03 -0700 

From: mantis <mantis55@western.com> 

Subject: Re: Sinclair 

To: flykid4@homenet.com 

You’ll find Sinclair on the other side of the Coventry Hill path at around 1:00 this Sunday. You can get there in the manner I outlined. Deal with him and return with the proof we discussed. Then I’ll meet my end of the contract. M.

Abbey reread the message. It didn’t make sense. The Coventry Hill path started right outside their house. Their last name was Sinclair. 

“What does it mean? ‘Deal with him?’ Were you meeting someone? Is someone after you? Or one of us? Where did you get this?” Abbey asked. The message’s deliberate vagueness gave it a sinister tone, like someone was being careful to ensure no details were in writing.

Simon shook his head. “I wasn’t meeting anyone, and I didn’t figure you were either, and Dad’s away until tonight. I watched the path all morning. Just before one, I saw this kid head up the path. So, I followed him for a few minutes. Then he stopped by that creepy rosebush and just vanished. I thought maybe there was a cave, or he was in the bushes. I sat down and waited for a bit. But he never came back.”

The glare that had forced Abbey to squint slackened. She looked up past the delta wing of a ship that cast a shadow over their heads. Black storm clouds had blown over the sun.

“So, I went looking where I last saw him, and my foot must have scuffed one of those weird stones because I was pulled through the air and I ended up here. Then I must have kind of freaked out or something and stepped backward onto the stones again and I ended up back on Coventry Hill. So, I went home, packed some food, clothes and other supplies and came back.”

“Why did you pack a bag? You’re not actually planning to stay here, are you?” Caleb asked.

“I’m not sure about you,” Simon said slowly, shifting his eyes to look pointedly from their feet to their heads, “but when I go to unknown new worlds, I like to be prepared, whether I’m staying or not.”

Abbey’s foot tapped the causeway in a near stomp. “Why did you even come back? You have no idea what this place is. It might be our imaginations or a trick of physics. There could be danger around every corner. You can’t possibly be planning on staying.”

With the sun behind the cloud, Simon’s dusky eyes were a mosaic of indigo and cobalt. “Are you suggesting that if you found a portal to a different world, you wouldn’t go back and check it out?”

“Not by myself,” Abbey said.

“All right, Boy Scout, how did you get the email anyway?” Caleb asked.

“I hacked into the school district server. Don’t ask why, and do not tell Mom and Dad.”

“You have to show this email to Mom and Dad,” Abbey started to say, when the door of the blimp-like ship they were standing next to opened with a creak. A man with a dark, pointed beard in a khaki jumpsuit, black boots, and a sunhat, walked down the gangplank. His outfit was eerily similar to those of the people they’d seen a few minutes before. He smiled, revealing straight, brilliant white teeth. Abbey sucked in her breath.

“Are you with Sinclair?” he asked. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

****

Mark lay on his bed in the fetal position as the dizzy numbness of the Ativan washed over him. Ocean had tucked herself into the curve of his chest and her fluffy fur tickled his nose. The fur in his nose bothered him, but he was trying to tolerate it because she was the only friend he had and her purring was calming (according to his mother). 

His mother didn’t often resort to Ativan because she knew he hated it. She’d locked him in the house earlier that morning after he’d pulled out all the books in the living room looking for another letter or photograph. More evidence that his mother was lying to him, or not telling him the total truth. Because he had been difficult (according to his mother), he was not allowed to go out and talk to Abbey and Caleb. But Abbey wore the pink and orange sweater for the first time today. The sweater he’d been watching for. 

Today’s date had already been circled on the calendar for years: 10-18-12, disguised—cleverly, he thought—as part of a sketch of the Aleutian Island chain. He always drew on his calendars, so his mother hadn’t noticed a thing. It wasn’t the date of course, but it was close, and a luckier combination of numbers because both eighteen and twelve were divisible by three. Kind of like setting his clock radio for an hour or two early. (He’d also circled 09-27-12, which was his favorite combination of numbers of all time, to give himself a three-week advance warning. This had proven to be useless, as he’d come up with no viable strategy, so he’d basically just spent the last three weeks alternately moping and agitating in despair.)

But the appearance of Abbey’s sweater had made it real, and Mark got panicky. He’d tried to get Abbey and Caleb’s attention when he saw the sweater today by waving and hitting the window. They’d ignored him and headed up the Coventry Hill path, which suggested maybe today was the first day. He hadn’t known that before. After they left, he yelled some more and ripped up the living room, which led to the Ativan shot and his current situation.

In retrospect, he hadn’t had a clear game plan. He could have held a note up to the window. But what would he have written? “Don’t go?” They wouldn’t know what he was talking about, and it was possible that he needed them to go. “Don’t let my mother see you?” There again he wasn’t entirely sure. But he hadn’t known exactly how it would all start, either, so it had been hard for him to prepare. (Also, the Ativan made everything a bit fuzzy.)

He still had four days to figure out what to do.

Before something really bad happened.

2. Newellay

––––––––

Abbey, Caleb, and Simon stared at the man. Abbey’s legs felt like noodles, not the slightest bit useful if they had to run. Years of scratches, dirt, and dents covered the silver metal hull of the ship. A pile of pewter crates leaned against the guardrail.

“Um, yeah,” Simon said finally. “What do you want with us?”

The man cocked his head and arched a black eyebrow. “Didn’t your office tell you? I’m having problems with my space coordinate calculations. Something to do with the latest upgrade. I was hoping you could fix it. You’re a little young, aren’t you?”

Abbey tensed her legs for the expected run.

Simon lifted his body out of his customary slouch to his full height. “I’m Simon, and this is Abbey and Caleb. They’re interns. It’s a school training thing,” he said with a vaguely flinty glance in her direction.

Abbey pressed out her chest and sucked in her cheeks, hoping it might make her look older than fourteen, while trying to jab her elbow into Simon. Why was he even engaging the man? But as she glanced from one of her brothers to the other, she saw the same animated expressions. Testosterone and boy-ness. This was so not good.

The man flashed his white teeth again, shook his head and said, “Computer experts...you make me feel old. I’m Max.” Max stepped forward, hand proffered.

Simon shook Max’s hand. Abbey wanted to kick Simon.

Max continued, “If it’s okay with you, we’re going to take a quick Earth-to-Earth to Newellay while you work on the system. I have to drop off some freight. It’ll take an hour, tops. Glad you still service the old one point two version.” He gestured toward the gangway. “I have to load some stuff. Server room’s the first compartment on the left. The computer’s name is Sarah. Didn’t bother changing it.” He paused and surveyed them again, his eyes roving over Simon’s backpack and toque. “I see you get to dress in civvies for work. Is it retro day or something?” He paused, and Abbey waited for the sound of alarms and the arrival of police, or bad guys, or aliens, to clap them in irons. “I heard things are different at Sinclair. Must be nice. You can head on in.”

“You won’t even know we’re here,” Simon said.

Max’s face relaxed and he barked a laugh. “I love it. Way to work the company slogan in there.” He flipped them a wave and sauntered off toward the crates. A large door in the side of the ship opened as Max approached, and the spindly arm of a crane, like the clawed hook of a praying mantis, rotated out and attached itself to one of the crates.

Simon stepped cautiously onto the gangplank and looked back at his siblings.

“Wait! Are you crazy?” Abbey said. “What are you doing? We should run now, while we still have the chance.”

“I’m with Simon,” Caleb said, crowding around the bottom of the gangplank.

“Have you two lost your minds? There are so many things wrong with this.” Abbey ticked them off on her fingers. “We’re impersonating someone. We don’t know how to fix his computer. We don’t even know where we are. And why was he looking for someone named Sinclair? We have no idea what’s going on. What if he’s mixed up with whoever wrote that crazy email? We should go back to the stones right now and tell Mom and Dad everything.”

Simon raised his eyebrows into the depths of his toque and emitted a faint sigh of exasperation. “Abs, we have the chance to go on a real spaceship. We’re in a different world. This may never happen to us again. We have to play it out. Max said the trip would take an hour. We can go right back to the stones when we get back. We won’t even be late for dinner. Besides, if we take off, Max will think there’s something up. And if he’s involved in the email, then we should investigate it.”

Abbey wanted to shake him. She expected this from Caleb, but not from Simon. “Oh yeah, let’s get on board the ship of someone who might be trying to deal with Sinclair.” She slashed quotation marks in the air around “deal with.” “Did you miss the lecture from Mom about not accepting rides from strangers? This is like the ultimate stranger danger. Has your adrenaline replaced your brains? You’ve spent too much time playing World of Warcraft. What about the fact that we have no idea how to fix his computer?” 

Even while she said all of this, a small part of her was feeling like she would hate herself forever if she bolted back to the stones and forced her brothers to come with her. A small part of her wanted to go on board. It was actually a rather large part of her, but her rational mind had it in a firm and unassailable stranglehold. Of course they’d all watched and read The Chronicles of Narnia, Harry Potter, The Hobbit, and The Lord of the Rings, although she rather suspected that Caleb hadn’t made it through The Return of the King. Of course they’d all imagined being in one of those books, or at least she expected her brothers had, and judging from the fidgety animation of their faces, she was correct. But actually committing to the absolute, and likely unsafe, unknown—which she suspected wasn’t populated with elves as handsome as Orlando Bloom—when they had a clear and easy path to their safe, and not unpleasant, home was another thing altogether.

“Computer techies can take forever to fix things,” Caleb put in. “We can just say we got started and need to come back tomorrow. He seems like an okay dude. He’ll never know ‘til we’re gone.”

Abbey stared back toward the building and the stones. She searched again for the rift, the fracture point at which this alternate reality would rend itself apart and be revealed to be a façade—someone’s joke or experiment gone too far. But the building and hillside looked as solid and real as they had before.

Max returned to the gangplank. “You better get on board. I’ll be heading out any second. Where are your ID tags?” Max flashed a card that hung by his waist.

“We don’t do ID tags anymore. We’ve gone all retinal,” Simon said.

Max paused for a beat, but then nodded. “Of course.” He stood beside the gangplank waiting for them to board. Simon continued up the gangway and Caleb followed, but there was a faltering quality to their footsteps. Abbey’s throat constricted. She could think of no reasonable way out of this now. Claim to have forgotten something? Say they weren’t allowed to fly? Simon and Caleb were almost inside the ship and she stood alone on the causeway. She swallowed and skittered up the metal ramp, her heart a thundering, palpitating mass.

Dim lights bathed the passageway in an eerie green glow. The walls and floors bore scratches and marks, but the ship seemed to be pulsing with life. It wasn’t a vibration exactly, or if it was, it was one with a long period, making it seem more like a rocking motion. And yet it was ever so faint. They came to the first door on their left. It was closed and had no door handle, but a console with two buttons was at door-handle height on the right-hand side of the door.

“What now?” Caleb asked.

“Push one of the buttons,” Simon ordered.

“Which one?”

“Here—let me do it.” Simon impatiently pushed in front of Caleb and pressed the top button firmly. Nothing happened. He tried the second button. The door remained closed.

“Maybe try both of them at once,” Caleb ventured.

Simon pressed both buttons at the same time. Still nothing occurred. They could hear the clatter of someone coming up the gangplank behind them. Abbey shrank against the wall as Max walked up the passageway.

“We’re so dead,” Abbey whispered.

“Oh, whoops!” he said. “Forgot to tell you about the door. The auto-opener’s broken. Gotta use manual.” He pulled open a small compartment to the left of the door and pulled a long lever. The door slid open, revealing a room full of blinking computer lights, control panels, and screens. “There ya go. We’ll be taking off in five minutes. I’ll let you know over the comm system so you can strap yourselves in.” He turned and walked up the passageway, leaving Abbey, Caleb, and Simon to stare into the small room before them.

“This is so cool,” Simon whispered, walking into the room. “There isn’t even a keyboard. I bet it’s voice-command operated.”

Abbey and Caleb followed. Three seats with harness seatbelts sat along the back wall, which housed a bunch of closed compartments. One seat sat in a set of tracks on the floor in front of the computer. Simon started running his hands over the control panels. The initials SS twined themselves around the panels like snakes.

“For god’s sake, Simon, don’t touch anything,” Abbey said. “You don’t even know what any of those buttons will do.”

“Communications, Environmental Controls, Engines, Visuals, Navigation, Weapons,” Simon read off.

“Weapons!” Caleb said. “Lemme see!” He edged his way into Simon’s space to examine the control panel. “Guns, Torpedoes. I wonder if this is a military ship.”

“Hey! Bro.” Simon thrust an elbow at Caleb. “Remember the older brother perimeter.” Caleb stumbled and landed heavily with both hands in the center of the panel.

A woman’s monotone voice came over a speaker above them. “Unidentified user. Weapons access denied.” Silence followed.

Abbey glared at her brothers. “Look, you two dorks. This isn’t a video game. We’re supposed to be fixing this thing, not shooting off torpedoes. We shouldn’t even be on this dumb ship. If you don’t stop acting like idiots, we might end up dumped wherever we’re going.”

“All right, all right. Take a pill, Abs,” Simon said. “Max said the problem was with the space coordinates, so I’m going to guess that’s navigation.” Simon pressed the main button on the navigation control panel before Abbey could stop him. Again the monotone voice came over the speaker. “Unidentified user. Navigation access denied.”

“Now what?” Caleb asked.

Abbey eyed the door, expecting Max to barge in any second and demand to know what they were doing.

Simon examined the panels further. “Well, we obviously have to become an identified user. But I don’t see any sort of login panel, or main panel, or anything.”

“Max said her name was Sarah,” Abbey said. She winced at the sarcasm and petulance in her voice. On some levels, this was totally cool. It was just risky on so many other levels, and her brothers were clearly not skilled at risk assessment.

Panels glowed to life with vibrant-hued touch menus, and the monotone voice, no longer quite so startling, spoke again. “Welcome to the server room. Please identify yourself. Retinal scan, password, or fingerprint?”

“Retinal scan. That’s so sick,” Simon said.

“Retinal scan selected. Please step up to the scan area,” the voice instructed.

“Now you’ve done it,” Abbey muttered.

“Please step up to the scan area,” the voice instructed again. Somewhere beneath them, the humming of the vessel grew louder and the wave pulses that Abbey had felt before intensified. It was almost like the rocking motion of a boat, but not quite.

“I think this is the retinal scan area,” Caleb said, pointing to a machine in the corner with a chin and forehead rest and a revolving head piece.

“Please step up to the scan area,” the voice droned on.

“What are we going to do?” Abbey asked. At this rate, they might be cast out into space.

“I’ll try it,” Simon said. “Maybe when I’m not recognized, it’ll default back to the original menu and we can try the password option.” He placed his chin and forehead on the rests, and the headpiece began to revolve, as a laser beam shot out and hit his right eye.

“Scanning complete,” the voice announced. “Welcome, Simon. All systems online.” More lights flashed up on several screens.

Simon, Caleb, and Abbey stood with their mouths agape.

“Whoa,” Caleb said in an awed voice. “How’d it do that?”

Simon looked equally stunned. “I dunno.”

“Maybe it can scan your brain, too,” Caleb said.

Simon rolled his eyes. “Not likely.”

“Maybe it heard us say Simon’s name when we first got in here,” Abbey suggested.

Max’s voice came over an intercom. “Hey folks, we’re taking off in two minutes so you better strap yourself in ‘til I have the motion stabilizers on.”

Abbey rushed over and strapped herself into one of the chairs. Caleb and Simon didn’t follow.

“Hey, I bet that’s a window,” Caleb said, pointing.

On the wall opposite the door into the computer room was a large, rounded rectangular outline, like a window on an airplane. Abbey watched Simon and Caleb walk over and look at it.

“What are you doing? What if that’s a door to the outside?” Abbey asked.

Caleb scrunched up his face. “A two-foot-high door, two feet off the ground?”

“Take off in one minute,” the computer said.

“It could be a door to another compartment. You two better get strapped in.”

“It’s got to be a window,” said Simon, pointing to a control panel with two buttons next to the outline. He pressed the top button. The blind slid open, revealing a glassed-in window with a view of the causeway and the metallic building set into the hillside.

Caleb and Simon plunked themselves into two of the remaining seats just as the vessel detached from the causeway and climbed into the air. The takeoff was surprisingly smooth and fast. They stared out the window at the rapidly disappearing causeway. Once aloft, the vessel rolled sharply to the left. Simon’s backpack, which he’d removed when they’d entered the room, flew against the wall with a thud. They now had a bird’s-eye view of the city. The rail tracks extended out of the city with tiny monorail-type trains moving at a rapid pace. The river formed lazy S-curve loops as it wound through the city.

“It all looks familiar somehow,” Abbey murmured, more to herself than to her brothers. The vessel began moving in a smooth forward and upward direction. She started to relax slightly, when all of a sudden the vessel shot forward. She clutched the armrests as she was pressed back into her seat. She couldn’t even turn her head to look at Simon and Caleb. 

She ran the numbers in her mind. Trained astronauts can tolerate up to nine g’s. Regular people get sick at around three to four g’s. Abbey prepared to throw up.

But almost as soon as the feeling started, it stopped. She no longer felt motion sick, or even like they were moving very quickly. Yet she could see the clouds were still hurtling past at the same pace. 

They broke through the cloud cover a moment later, and the rate at which the fluffy mass of white sank beneath them was disconcerting at best. Their acceleration was definitely still more than five g’s and they were shifting direction every few seconds—yet she couldn’t feel any motion at all. Roller coasters were engineered to maximize velocity, acceleration, and rate of change in acceleration, otherwise known as jerk, within a range that still allowed the human body to anticipate the upcoming changes and brace accordingly. But her body lurched and cringed in preparation for jolts that never came. If the derivatives of displacement didn’t apply in this world, what laws of physics did?

Max’s now-familiar voice came over the intercom again. “Okay, the motion stabilizers are on. You guys can go back to work.”

“That was totally sweet,” said Caleb, undoing his seatbelt and rushing over to the window.

Simon unbelted himself and joined his brother.

When she could see that her brothers weren’t careening into walls or floating in the air, Abbey followed suit. “This is crazy,” she said, shaking her head.

They watched in silence as the clouds slipped farther away. They started to pass what looked like satellites, docking stations, and other vessels. Then the air started to get darker, and they could see the glimmer of stars, like they were on the edge of the atmosphere and space was just above them.

“You know,” Simon said, “I bet a computer like this would have a self-diagnostic system. At least...if I were to develop an advanced program, I’d include one.” He turned to the computer wall and spoke. “Computer, run self-diagnostic!”

Nothing happened.

“Calling the computer ‘Sarah’ seemed to work last time,” Abbey ventured, even though she wasn’t sure why she was participating in this insane exploit.

“Okay, Sarah, run self-diagnostic,” Simon ordered once again. This time the computer hummed to life. Lights flashed.

“In what system?” the voice asked politely.

“Um...navigation,” Simon said uncertainly.

“Problem identified in line 3,845,934 of code,” the computer responded.

“Er, um. Sarah, can you show that line on screen?” Simon said. One of the large screens flicked on, and rows and rows of characters appeared on it.

Abbey gazed at the screen, willing her brain to make sense of the symbols, letters and numbers, all in no apparent pattern. “It all looks like Greek to me.” 

“Actually,” Simon said, “it looks like an advanced derivation of current assembly codes.”

“What’s that?” Abbey asked.

“It’s the language that the programmer language is compiled into after the programmers are finished with it, but before it’s compiled into machine code,” Simon said. “Um...Sarah, can you describe the problem exactly?”

“Calculations of x, y, and z space coordinates cannot be undertaken,” the voice answered.

“Values must have been produced at one time. How long has this problem been occurring?” Simon asked.

“Nine days, four hours, twenty-three minutes and thirty-seven seconds.” 

“What happened at that point?” Simon asked.

“An upgrade was applied to the navigation system.”

“I wonder if this is what it’s talking about.” Caleb’s voice emerged from the other side of the room. He’d been rummaging through the storage bins. 

He walked across the room with a small blue and silver manual. Improve your space coordinate calculations to an additional decimal place, it read in big bold letters. Smaller print below read: Calculate space coordinates to the third decimal place to improve precision in landing and reduce time-consuming navigation into space ports. On the bottom of the box, there was an emblem reading: S Systems.

Simon scanned the box. “I wonder if it’s some sort of legacy problem,” he said.

“A leg of what problem?” Abbey knew he had said “legacy.” But she hated the superior tone he adopted when he engaged in computer talk. “Would you care to explain that to us non-computer techies?” Abbey asked.

Simon did not look up from the manual. “When an upgrade has been applied that’s not backward compatible with the existing code.” He flipped open the book and started reading. “The third in a series of upgrades improving space-coordinate calculation precision decimal place by decimal place.” Simon paused. “And the calculations cannot be completed...” he murmured almost to himself. He turned back to the computer. “Sarah, did this problem occur with the previous upgrades?”

“No previous upgrades have been applied to the navigation system.”

“The previous upgrades must have made some changes to the code that were necessary for this upgrade to work,” Simon said. He no longer looked at Abbey when he spoke. He was talking to himself, lost in his programming world.

Abbey wandered back to the window.

Caleb, having long since given up on assisting Simon, was looking out the window. “We seem to be descending,” he said.

Max’s voice came over the intercom again, informing them that they’d arrived in Newellay, they should strap in, and they would only be stopping for a few minutes.

Abbey and Caleb watched out the window from their seats.
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“a rollicking voyage packed with adventure”
- KIM McCULLOUGH, AUTHOR OF CLEARWATER





