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— Allen Steele





To Sandy, who got me started.

— Robin Hansen



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prelude 
April 2347
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“AH, MASTER LOBO. GOOD of you to come so quickly.” Dr. Serena Mep Cee half-rose from her desk to greet the balding man entering her office. She noted that the instructor still wore his karate gi and his face bore a sweat sheen from the gym. 

“Your message sounded urgent,” Lobo said as the door slid shut behind him. “Is it about a new interstellar mission team?” 

“It is.” Dr. Mep Cee sat down again. “We don’t know what the kids will face this time. The team may face opposition. There might even be ...” She stopped, frowning in distaste at the words she was about to speak. “There might even be fighting.” 

The martial arts instructor ‘s white teeth shone against his dark complexion; it was not a smile. “Whatever it takes, Madam Director. Operation Hourglass volunteers arrive in our time from many dangerous eras. They are told the risks.”

“And yet—” Dr. Mep Cee shook her head. “—and yet, they are still teens. Barely older than children.” She gestured for Lobo to take a seat. Though he only gripped the back of the chair, still cooling down from exertion.

“Tell me what has you worried.” 

Serena waved one hand over her desk, producing a miniature hologram of a woodland setting: a forest of enormous, alien-looking trees, covered with layers of dense snow. “We received a somewhat garbled message from the exploratory team on New Horizon.”

“The planet in the 70 Virginis system that we acquired in a trade with the Ilya?”

“Yes. Our initial on-planet evaluation site is HEx 1, or Horizon Exploratory Camp One. Their assignment is to determine how humans can fit into the planet’s ecosystem without damaging it.”  

“Did we have to send the team during winter?” Lobo asked. 

“It wasn’t winter when our young people arrived. They were able to bring their vessel — a Mir New Alpha Clipper — through the Ilyan interstellar teleport and land it safely on New Horizon’s temperate zone during fair weather. Winter did set in quicker than our climate models expected, though. They had just converted their ship into a shelter, when a number of things went wrong. This included excessive amounts of deep and extremely powdery snow, uncommon on Earth, that makes mechanized travel difficult and complicates communications.”

“Really?” Lobo asked. “I’ve seen reports on a kind of snow that comes down embedded with atmospheric ozone — ”

“ — that kind, yes. There are no health effects. But some interference with machinery.”

“Certainly, but that should not affect a decent communication system, beaming messages to Earth via — ”

“ — via the interstellar teleportation satellite orbiting the planet. Yes. Unfortunately, there have been multiple interstellar crises that delayed Earth Central setting up our own t-port there. We’re still reliant on the original one that was set up there by...”

“...by the Ilya.” And Lobo frowned, clearly putting some of the pieces together in his mind.  “Of course it could just be quirks in a different technology. After all, we still know so very little about the Ilya.”

“Or even if they gave us a fair deal, in trading for this world.”

“I still don’t yet see why our expedition there would need to receive a team of yanks.”

Dr. Mep Cee frowned. She had been trying to discourage use of that slang term for the volunteers who Operation Hourglass sometimes pulled forward in time, from ancient and more primitive eras. Volunteers whom history had shown to have great problem-solving talents ... including, quite often, problems that more modern teens would find vexing.

“Well, in addition to problems with communications and machinery, it now seems there have also been raids on their food supply.”

“Raids?” Now Lobo showed signs of interest. Sitting down at last, he leaned forward. “Raids by what... or by whom?” He blinked twice. “Raids by an intelligent local life form, you mean?”

She nodded. “Intelligent aliens ... or local natives. Which makes no sense. When the Ilyana traded this planet to us, they assured us that there were no sapient entities living there. Plenty of life, but nothing that can operate machinery or that had communicated with them. And large predators only in the sea.”

Master Lobo shook his head slowly, rubbing his lower jaw in thought. “Perhaps the Ilya were unaware of an indigenous phylum? Or else... possibly the raiders are stragglers who didn’t evacuate with the planet’s former owners. Or didn’t want to get out.”

“Possibly. In any case, it is a puzzle that must be solved quickly. Right now, Earth needs friends out there... or at least non-enemies. And negotiations with the Ilya are presently... dicey.”

Lobo sighed. “And so, we go to the well again.”

“To the well?”

“An old expression from the Time of Troubles era.  I mean that it appears we must once again hurry for advice and help from the ancestors ...  from teens who lived in rougher, tougher conditions of the past.”

Dr. Mep Cee sighed. “We moderns are adapting as quickly as we can. ‘Toughening up,’ as you’d put it.”

“And yet, you still need help. So, who will it be this time?”

“D’Alembert has chosen a team to recruit from the past. Three teenagers with sufficient grit – or the potential for it – plus familiarity with winter conditions and experience dealing with strangers from other cultures. Experience that might help them to understand alien aboriginals.”

“Or else deal with them appropriately.”

Serena did not like that sentence and decided to ignore it.

“We plan to invite them as soon as tomorrow.”

“’Invite them,’” Lobo repeated, with a sardonic tone. “Yanking them, you mean. Into their future, into danger. In Master Kang’s time, I believe they called it ‘being drafted’.”

“No, not quite. As always, they’ll have the option to refuse! But since d’Alembert knows who they will become, as adults later in their own lives, it is fairly certain they will agree to ... call it ‘an adventure.’ And they’ll be accompanied by two teens from our own time – volunteers who are familiar with modern technologies.”

“Hm? So, who are those lucky ones from our present?”

“Eduardo Santa Maria del Castillo, and my niece, Cameron Tan-Cee, who I think wants to be me, when she reaches adulthood.” 

Lobo smiled at the joke and nodded. “More to the point, who is d’Alembert proposing that we yank from the past, this time?”

“Well, Lee Jarrett is — ” 

“Wait ... who? The Lee Jarrett?”

“Was there more than one? Are you surprised?”

After a brief pause, Lobo shook his head.

“Well, actually, no, I’m not. Only that it took you people so long to yank... sorry, to recruit him for one of these cockamamie missions.”

“Well, we’re yanking him as a 15-year-old in the 1970s, so he has no knowledge of what he will become. But we think his social intelligence and his courage will be useful.”

“All right ... and who else?”

“A Norwegian boy, Sondre Auverson, age 14, from the mid-19th century, who lived for snow sports and who will help the HEx 1 team acclimate to winter.”

“And finally?”

“Yes. Patience Whately, also 14, a farm girl from Rhode Island in 17th century North America, who knows how to deal with winter and has links to the Native American Narragansett tribe of the time.” 

Master Lobo nodded. “I see. And you want the new team to be able to defend themselves in case these aliens  – - or native beings, whatever or whoever they are—turn out to be violent. But you want them to be able to do so in ways that do not resort to weapons or killing.”

As recently as ten years ago, those were obscene words, seldom spoken in polite company, she thought. But now, after two centuries of peace, we are getting used to them, again, relearning how to be... tough. In a tough universe. And – at least for a while – having to rely on the ‘grit’ of our ancestors.

“Still,” Lobo continued. “I’ll have to know something about the indigenes’ physiology. Isn’t the most likely theory that our base camp is being raided by stragglers from the former owners?”

“The Ilyans claim to have evacuated every member of their species from this world, before trading it to us. But yes. That is the most likely theory.” Dr. Mep Cee spoke toward the nearest wall. “D’Alembert, do you have any data on Ilyan physiology?”

The Operation Hourglass AI spoke from the wall in its usual mix of pedantic and sultry tones. 

“The planet New Horizon was traded to Earth by the Ilya —  or rather by the ruling caste or their society, the Ilya-jō specifically. The Ilya-jō, the elite class, are similar in physiology to Earth squirrels, but much larger, averaging about 120 cm in height. Here is an image.”

The forest scene was replaced by what Dr. Mep Cee took to be a tall and nearly hairless, brilliantly multicolored... squirrel. 

“They are essentially hairless on their bodies,” d’Alembert continued, “but have a continuously growing tuft of hair on top of their heads, similar to bio-humans. That leads down their backs to bushy tails, that are used partly for balance but also for communication. Their servant caste, the Ilya-ka — you may observe that the “kuh” sound is a guttural pop, sometimes written kh or k’. Other sounds — ”

“Their physiology, please, d’Alembert.” 

The AI shifted without a pause. 

“The Ilya-ka, the obligate workers, are covered with soft, short, fox-brown fur except on their ventral side, where the fur is white.”

Dr. Mep Cee’s stomach churned at the words ‘obligate workers.’ That could mean any number of things. If the Ilya were like bees or ants, then it might be no big deal. Queens and workers, an arrangement made by evolution. 

Otherwise, though? There was a word from the human past that still caused revulsion in decent people.

Slaves. 

We still don’t know enough about this race. Amid the chaos of the last few years, with a sudden land rush exploding across the galaxy, and several near brushes with war, we haven’t reached the point of being choosy, when an alien race wants to be friends.

“The Ilya-ka, are they as large as the Ilya-jō?” she asked.

“Somewhat shorter, perhaps due to poor diet,’ d’Alembert said. “They average around a hundred centimeters. About half the height of a tall human male.”

“And these differences ... they matter how?”

“They may have evolved from a different species entirely, on the shared homeworld. While the Ilya-jō are semi-aquatic and technologically advanced, the Ilya-ka are primarily arboreal — preferring to live in trees in the forests of their home planet — and are considered mentally inferior to the Ilya-jō. This parallels the difference between bonobos/chimpanzees and bio-humans. Except that the Ilya-ka have language abilities equal to the Ilya-jō. In fact — ”

“Can our Broca amplifiers cope with Ilyan language?” Dr. Mep Cee broke in. 

“Quite. And Ilyana has comparable devices for translation – if quite a bit bulkier than ours. In fact, their language is quite interesting. Whereas humans supplement their speech with bodily gestures, many Ilyan words are a combination of verbal clicks and sibilants and specific tail and ear movements. Gesture is thus more essential to their formal language than your bio-human unconscious body language — nods or small bows, smiles or frowns, or hand and arm movements.”

D'Alembert paused for a moment, as if to access further information. 

“However, Doctor, no data suggests that any Ilya remained on New Horizon after the trade. It could be an entirely different, less advanced alien species that is raiding our colony.”

“Thank you, d’Alembert. That is all.” Dr. Mep Cee turned to Lobo again. “And there it is, Master. Those are the parameters of the mission for which you’ll need to train your latest group of students. I wish you the best of luck preparing them.”

“Luck is never a factor.” The martial arts master stood up and made a slight but nonetheless respectful bow. “Knowledge, skill, and discipline are all that count, when it comes to survival.” He turned and started to walk away, then stopped to look back at her again. “And one more thing, of course.” 

“Yes? And that is?”

“This thing you call grit.” Lobo frowned reflectively. “You know, I’ve heard people involved with Project Hourglass refer to it often, but I don’t think anyone has ever really told me what it is. Do you even know, doctor?”

“Of course I know,” she blinked at the unexpected question. “Naturally. It’s a human characteristic that we define as courage, stamina, the willingness to take risks ...”

“Yes, I know all that. But why do certain people have it and others don’t?”

Dr. Map-Cee mouth curled into a pensive frown. “We don’t really know,” she said at last. “We’ve conducted studies, but it’s an individual personality trait that eludes everyone who’s tried to objectively define its origin. You either have it, or you don’t. And most people – even in the past – had the good fortune never to have it tested. Most never even knew they had it.”

Lobo said nothing. He nodded and turned to leave. Only then, once more, he paused to look back at her.  

“I didn’t think you’re right,” he replied, speaking to her but also to himself.  “I think it develops over a lifetime, through experience.”

“What sort of experience?” She seemed genuinely interested. “Can you tell me?”

“The kind you can’t plan on happening. Something unexpected happens on its own and you have to react to it, and then it’s either sink or swim. If you sink, you die, and if you swim, you live. That simple.” 

Master Lobo shrugged and turned away again. “But what do I know? I’m not a scientist.”

Dr. Mep Cee was still considering what he said as the door closed behind him.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
 Lee Jarrett; July, 1978
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THE INSIDE OF THE RAILROAD bridge’s horizontal truss beam had an eight-inch flange running along its bottom, just wide enough to stand on, so long as Lee kept his bare feet turned sideways and pointed in opposite directions. A single misstep now could be his last, slipping off the beam. With nothing to grab onto, he’d topple to the rock-strewn beach some thirty feet below. 

If I fall now, Lee thought, I die.

He pressed his body closer to the iron girder, its cold, rusted surface grating against the bare skin of his arms, chest, thighs, and toes. He wore only a pair of hiking shorts.

“Don’t look down,” Mike warned. The older boy was a few feet to his right, also clinging to the bridge’s underside. They’d met only ten days ago at the Four Corners Café. The last time Lee Jarrett had been there was when they summered at his grandparents’ farm, two years earlier: the place had been crawling with open-mic participants — singers and guitar, dobro and banjo players. This time, the place was empty except for Lee and Mike and a guy behind the bar. 

Mike played guitar and sang folk from a decade or so ago, early Bob Dylan stuff before he went electric. Lee knew those songs. He had taken out his harmonica and played Mike a little riff from “Lonesome Homesick Blues” and they went from there.

And now, Lee was trusting Mike with his life. 

“Stay flat against the girder,” Mike said now, quietly. “Keep your feet pointed apart and move slow, really slow. Don’t rush, take your time.”

An East Coast-style rap, the kind of street music heard in Boston but which still hadn’t caught on in Nashville, began to repeat in Lee’s head, as if that was what Mike had actually said: Don’ rush. Slow touch. Take yo’ time, that’s so fine... The rap was catching, thumping, like rap everywhere—so good, slow touch—and calming. Lee took a deep breath and slowly let it out. He shuffled a little more to the right, never letting the soles of his feet leave the flange, arms spread wide. Slide...slide...Arms held wide. 

Slide the right foot, stop ... slide the left foot, stop ... slide the right foot, stop ... slide the left foot again, stop... Don’ rush....Slow touch....

“You’re gonna fa-awll! You’re gonna fa-awll!” An obnoxious, high-pitched voice of a boy he’d barely met taunted from the small crowd of kids watching them on the ground below. The kid was standing close to the place where Lee’s body would land if he did fall. Like the freak couldn’t wait to see someone die before his eyes.

“Fa-awll! ... Fa-awll! ... Fa-awl! ...” the kid chanted, clapping his hands in time.

“Shut up, Stan!” snapped another voice – Lee wasn’t sure which of the girls, but one of them was just about the cutest he’d ever seen. He didn’t even know her name, but impressing her was a major reason for this situation. Fool! 

“Don’t listen to him,” she called up to him. “You’re doing fine!” 

Yes. It must be that girl, the one with the blond hair and the blue bikini.... 

“Thanks,” Lee said. He started to look down at her, then didn’t. Looking down could be a distraction, and he really needed to avoid mistakes right now. Instead, he inched further along the girder, paused, then sang out loud: “ ‘Spiderman! Spiderman! Does whatever a spider can!’” 

Go head, make jokes if it’ll help you deal with fear. Just don’t dare laugh yourself.

A couple of people below guffawed for him. There was no more “fa-awl.” 

“Atta way,” Mike murmured. “You’re past the hardest part. There’s just water below us now.” 

Lee glanced over, from the corner of one eye. True. They’d moved away from the rocky shore, and now only the sluggish channel lay below them. Not very deep. If someone waded out there, the water might go up to their shoulders. The odds of surviving a fall were a little better, but with certainty of injury and pain.

“How much further?” he asked tightly. 

“We’re about half-way.” Mike continued to shuffle along the girder. “Almost there. You’re doing fine.”

Lee kept going. Grainy flakes scraped the bare soles of his feet. 

An unsettling thought: “Hey, what if a train comes? What do we do, jump off?”

“No, the water’s not deep enough here. But don’t worry, that’s not going to happen.” Mike glanced up at the tracks above them. Sunlight slanting through the iron rails and oak ties cast horizontal shadows across his face. “That’s an old L&N freight line up there. Trains come by twice a day, early in the morning and late in the afternoon. Not even close to time for the next train yet.” 

Well, trust the local expert, I suppose.
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IT BEGAN INNOCENTLY enough.

Mike and his friends lived hereabouts, while Lee and his family had just moved into Grandpa’s old farmhouse in Mobley. After a week there with only his parents and grandfather to talk to — and big sister Lacy, who couldn’t stand him — Lee had been glad to meet Mike last week, a little older and into folk, but Smoky Mountain bluegrass and 60’s coffee house folk, while Lee was into Cape Breton fiddle and harmonica. Which were different, but compatible. There seemed to be a lot of train music for harmonica down here. 

So, sure, it made sense that Mike would know when the trains came through and even which railroad company operated them — L&N, for Louisville and Nashville, Papa said.

And so, earlier today, Lee had spotted Mike and his friends gathered below the bridge as he biked by, and he decided to introduce himself as the new kid in town. The worst a bunch of small-town Southern kids could do was tell him to get lost. Right?

That was off, way off!

He’d propped his bike against a tree and waded through high grass and nettles to the river’s edge.  “Hey, Mike,” he greeted the only person he knew.

Instead of the expected “hey” back, Mike gave a jerk of his head toward the bridge, and Lee saw that all eyes were focused not on him but on the bridge itself. “What — ?”

He looked up just in time to see someone leap off the closer of two concrete piers supporting the span, screaming what had to be the rebel yell. The Confederate battle cry from the Civil War, as his father – born and raised in Nashville – once explained, and then demonstrated by letting go with one himself. It was the first time he’d ever heard Papa do that, and it was both funny and unexpected to hear this come from his old man. 

The boy hit the water with a splash, raising big cheers from his friends. 

Then Lee made his mistake.

“Hey. That looks like fun,” he said. 

They all turned to look at him for the first time: a skinny, 15-year-old kid with a Yankee accent most of them had yet to meet. There were two girls among them, a blonde and a redhead. 

Lee had a crush on the blonde the instant he laid eyes on her. So, when Mike said in a low drawl, “It is fun... you wanna try?” Lee knew he couldn’t say no. Not if he didn’t want the guys to call him a yellow-bellied Yankee. He could say he was named Robert Lee after the southern Civil War general all he wanted to – Or that I was born in Nashville, fer Alfie’s sake, before we moved and I picked up some Bahston accent. None of that’d make me any more southern, or a part of the community, if I chicken out of this. 

He must have looked doubtful, because Mike added, “I’ll go with you. Show you how.”

#
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SO NOW HERE HE WAS, risking his life doing something he wouldn’t have dreamed of, until ten minutes ago. 

Some days, it doesn’t pay to get on your bike.  Another joke. This time, though, Lee didn’t even think of laughing. 

“Okay, we’re here,” Mike said. When Lee looked to the right again, he was surprised to see the older boy had reached the concrete pier that held up the near end of the span. A flat, narrow ledge about two feet wide ran completely around the top of the pier. As Lee watched, Mike carefully stepped sideways onto the ledge. It was wide enough for him to stand on, and the tracks were about six feet overhead, just high enough above them that he didn’t have to duck his head. 

Mike shuffled a couple of steps over to make room for Lee. “Easy now,” he said as Lee moved closer. “Move your right foot off the girder, then your left foot. Keeping leaning forward, don’t lean back.”

Lee followed the directions. His heart pounded as he cautiously stepped sideways, one foot at a time. Mike reached out to offer a hand, but Lee didn’t need it. He had his balance and wasn’t about to fall. He planted his right foot on the cool, grainy surface of the ledge, then followed it with his left ... and then, there he was, off the girder and on the shelf atop the concrete pier.

“You made it, man,” Mike said. “Nice job.”

Cheers rang out from the group on the shore. Their voices reverberated off the bottom of the bridge, making them even louder.

“Way to go, Lee!” yelled the girl, and Lee suddenly felt like a hero: she even knew his name. He had an impulse to turn and take a bow but stopped himself when he realized that he’d probably fall if he did. And falling the wrong way could still ... no, don’t think about it. Instead, he turned toward the group and held up his hand.

“Thanks, uhh  — ”

“Chris,” Mike whispered. “Her name is Chris.”

“Thanks, Chris!” Lee finished.

“If he falls, I get his bike,” Stan shouted. A jerk. But maybe he was just trying to be funny. Try always to consider how people may be less bad than they seem, Momma Kim had said, many times, since marrying Pop.

Lee sifted for a funny-but-biting retort, but Mike beat him to it. “You lay one hand on his bike, Stan, and I’ll shove the kickstand up your ass!” And the others laughed. “Don’t let him bug you,” he murmured. “He’s a twerp. My sister won’t go out with him, so he’s jealous of you.”

“Chris is your sister?” That caught Lee off-guard. There wasn’t any obvious resemblance between the Mike and the gorgeous blond girl.

“Yeah. Tell you what: Make this jump okay, and I’ll let you ask her out, if you want.”

Lee felt his face burn. He hadn’t realized that his attraction to her was so obvious. “Uh ... yeah, okay, sure,” he stammered. Then he remembered where he was and what he was supposed to be doing. If he wanted that date, he’d have to earn it. From her, more than from Mike! And that meant making this jump without looking like a fool ... or killing himself. Which mattered too. 

Lee looked up at the underside of the bridge again. “Okay, what do I do now?” 

The girder rested upon the pier, a massive wall of iron with no way around. When the other, local kid jumped — it seemed like hours ago — it had been from the outside of the girder from where they stood now. 

“So, how do we get to the other side?”

“Okay, here comes the tough part  — ”

“You said what we did back there was the tough part.”

“I did?” Mike grinned and shrugged. “Well, guess I was wrong. This is the tough part.” He pointed down to the bottom of the girder. “See that opening?” And now Lee saw something he hadn’t noticed before — a narrow space, about eighteen inches high, maybe two feet across, between the underside of the girder’s flange and the top of the pier. “You need to squeeze yourself through that until you’re out from under the girder and outside the bridge.”

Lee stared at the space. It looked impossibly tight. He couldn’t see how it could be done. “How do I do that?” 

“You get down on your butt,” Mike said, “and stretch out your legs until you’re lying on your back. Don’t worry, there’s enough room for that.... Then you scoot yourself under the girder, feet first, till you’re on the other side. Try not to scrape off every hair on your chest!”

Okay then. No girl’s gonna do this... as if any girl’d be nuts enough to try. Just to show off. We guys are born crazy and get crazier with time!

“And then?”

“Then, all you have to do is get your feet under you again and slowly stand up, and there you are.” He smiled again. “It’s actually pretty easy. Just go slow and take your time.”

“Easy. Right.” Despite his nervousness, Lee had to keep from laughing when he heard “scoot” – a word his father sometimes used, that Lee hadn’t heard anyone else say until they moved to Tennessee. Like grits, Double Cola, and middle-aged women who called you “hon,” it was something that you only found in the South.

“I’ll go first and show you how. Stand out of the way.” 

Lee stepped aside, holding onto the bridge for support. Mike squatted, then carefully sat down and extended his legs straight out front of him. As Lee watched, Mike slowly crutched his legs under the girder. As they went under, he lay flat and started to wiggle his body through the opening.

Man, you don’t want anything at all bulging up. Another laugh he had to fight down. Okay, Lee, don’t think about women. Don’t think about women... and he almost laughed aloud when he thought of the old joke. Quick! DON’T think of an elephant!

That bit of whimsy helped, but Mike was talking again.

“When you can’t feel your ankles and calves on the surface anymore,” he said, “bend your knees but don’t try to stand up.” Mike continued to squirm under the girder, inch by cautious inch. When his chest was about to disappear, he sucked in his stomach, then looked up at Lee. “You’re pretty skinny,” he said, “so you might not need to suck in as much.”

Lee was already holding his breath as he watched Mike disappear the rest of the way under the girder. Any second, he expected to hear the older teen scream, followed seconds later by a splash far below. But nothing like that happened. Instead, Mike’s voice came to him from the other side of the girder. “Okay. Your turn.”

Lee hesitated. For a second or two, he seriously considered stepping onto the girder again to make his way back the way they’d come. But that was out of the question, really. If he did that, the local kids would brand him a coward, and there was no way Chris would go out with him. Worse: what’ll I think of myself?

Like it or not, he was committed. Lee let out his breath, then slowly lowered himself to the top of the pier.

It was gritty, kinda smelly. And hard at first to ... scoot. Just a matter of learning how to crawl on his back instead of his belly. Think like a worm, he thought, inching along, slowly at first, then getting into a rhythm. Even when expecting it, Lee felt a little panic when his heels went over the far edge, into empty space.

Visualize it. Keep scooting.  And then his head was sliding under the rusty iron beam, brushing his nose. And then.... 

... a return to daylight as he emerged from under the bridge and once more was out in the open.

Again, Mike’s friends cheered, only this time Lee didn’t smile or wave back as he squirmed onto his hip, then bent his knees and slowly, carefully, rose to his feet. And now, what lay before him captured his complete attention. 

Below was the narrow channel of the river. Here, the ledge was about two feet wide and five feet long, just enough for the two of them to stand side by side above a sheer drop to the dark water below — forty feet at least, maybe more. Shading his eyes against the sun, he turned his head to peer up to the railroad tracks above. Another fifteen feet or so separated the ledge from the tracks — too high to climb up, and there was no ladder or any sort of handholds.

“Only one way down now,” Mike said, as if reading his mind. “You gotta jump, man.”

Lee’s legs felt stiff as steel beams. The summer sun, hot and intense, burned his skin and was blinding. The water was a long way down. “How deep is it down there?” he asked.

“Pretty deep ... fifty or sixty feet at least.” Mike’s tone was casual. “Don’t worry, you won’t hit the bottom. No one who’s jumped ever has.”

Lee nodded. “Good to hear. Anything else I should know? Any pointers?”

“Yeah, whatever you do, don’t dive. If you leap headfirst and try to do a swan dive or something like that and hit the water wrong, you could break your neck or have a concussion and drown. Just jump off feet-first, and point your toes down when you go in.”

“Don’t dive. Point your toes. Got it.” Lee nodded. A chill rushed through his body despite the hot sun. If he screwed this up ... “Anything else you want to tell me?”

Mike must have heard the tremor in his voice, because he spoke low and soft so that no one below could hear him. “Take three or four deep breaths before you jump, then a normal one, then jump, as far out as you can. On your way down, take one last, big breath and hold it. Don’t close your eyes. As soon as you hit the water, start swimming up as hard as you can and don’t stop until you reach the surface.”

“How deep will I go?”

“Pretty deep. Fifteen feet, maybe even twenty.” 

Lee’s eyes widened. Until now, the deepest he’d ever gone underwater was into the diving well of the Y pool, back in Boston. 

“Just start swimming as soon as you’re in the water and you’ll do okay.”

Lee nodded again. His heart was racing now. The kids on the beach had gone quiet; even Stan had finally stopped snarking at him. A dark thought bubbled up from the depths of his mind. “Has ... has anyone ever died doing this?” He didn’t mean to blurt that out, but there it was.

Mike hesitated. “No,” he said after a moment. “No one’s been killed.” 

The way he said this, the flatness of his voice, told Lee that he was lying. Some time ago – maybe long ago – this bridge had taken another kid’s life. Or really hurt someone. A broken back —  

“Tell you what,” Mike said. “As soon as you go in, I’ll follow you, just in case you...”

“Yeah, okay.” Lee didn’t know how much good that would do, but it was better than nothing. “Just don’t come down on top of me, all right?”

Lee hadn’t meant this to be funny and it really wasn’t, but both of them broke up when he said it. It took them a minute to get over it, and when they finally stopped laughing, he felt a little better. 

“Hey, are you gonna jump or what?” Stan yelled from the beach.

His voice sounded like it was coming from a hundred miles away. Lee and Mike ignored him. “You ready?” Mike asked, and Lee nodded. “Okay, three deep breaths, then jump. Right?” Lee nodded again, swallowed hard air. “Okay, here we go. One ...”

Lee breathed in, slowly let it out. 

“Two ...”

Another deep breath. Lee felt his lungs expanding, opening up, drinking oxygen. Again, he slowly exhaled. Fear felt crippling. But he pushed it back with something more powerful than fear.

She’s watching.

More important, even... I’m watching.

“Three ...”

Lee took his third and last deep breath. His lungs were full, his mind clear. Every nerve in his body felt alive. He breathed out....

“Jump.”

Lee stretched out his arms, snatched another breath...

...and jumped. 

One second, he was standing on the ledge; the next, his body was in empty space. It seemed for an instant that he’d stay there, impossibly suspended in midair. And then, he fell. As he plummeted, he extended his legs straight down, toes pointed down like a pair of blades, ankle bones almost touching.

The channel rushed toward him. Air whipped past his ears. 

No! His harmonica was still in his shorts pocket! He had brought it because he always brought it everywhere. But he hadn’t planned to —  It’ll get ruined.

Can’t do anything about it now.

For an instant, he thought he heard Chris yell his name.

He had just enough time for one last breath and then...

Shhoooooom! He cut the water like a knife, water so cold he was shocked. A dense, white curtain of bubbles rose around him. Then, darkness, intense and deep and colder than anything he’d ever experienced. He started swimming upward, kicking, pulling with his arms, fighting toward the surface. But even so, for several seconds the deep seemed to get deeper.

I’m all right. No injuries. He saw daylight overhead. Every logic shouted ‘Success!’ 

...and another part of him tugged with unreasoned panic over how far away the surface looked! Urgently, he told the panic to shut up, and he stroked upward. I’m fine. I did it....

The water suddenly churned as a body slammed into the water, not ten feet to his right and streaked downward past him, feet first. 

Mike. 

He stroked upward.

Only now, the glint of daylight overhead suddenly transformed! It turned into a brilliant, blue oval that widened and pulsed and throbbed between him and the surface.

Am I having a stroke? What is that?

Then, a voice spoke!

It spoke to him from the flat, glowing blue oval.

“Greetings, Lee Jarrett,” a woman’s voice said, warbly but intensely resonant through the murky water. 

Lee stopped his upward strokes, staring: the widening oval now looked more like a tunnel.

...If I don’t shake this off, I’ll die.

“We have great need for your help, your qualities and skills.” The voice resumed – with the same politeness but also throbbing with power. “Will you consider our proposition for an adventure?”

Sure, he thought, lungs burning. Whether or not I’m hallucinating... Anything beats drowning. 

He nodded vigorously. Entreating the hallucination... or whatever it was...

Only... can you either get out of the way... or else get me up — there?

It wasn’t logical. Everything happened to fast for logic. But somehow he knew that the voice understood.

More suddenly than he could grasp what was happening, the tunnel reached out and sucked him in.

The water vanished, and he burst into brightness. Air! 
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Chapter 2
 Yanked to Tomorrow: 2347 CE
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LEE FLOPPED ONTO LAND, gasping air, good air  — 

— that smelled odd, not like river mud air. He’d been in West Memphis once, where each inhaled breath smelled chokingly metallic and industrial fumes from factories near the Mississippi colored the sky orange. This air smelled ever so slightly like West Memphis, of metal and electricity, but not horribly. 

And he felt like someone had clubbed him behind the eyes! If that was even possible. Headache, maybe the worst ever. Probably from not breathing for too long. Once, he’d tried swimming twice the length of the Y pool without breathing and his eyes felt like popping out.

What am I lying on? It should be mud, or rocks or river grass. It’s not....

Still unable to see well, he groped with the hand not jammed under him. The surface felt flat and soft like — a bed? a cushion?

He turned his head, still catching air in his lungs, air he shouldn’t even be breathing.

He lay prone on a white carpet, in a white room whose walls gleamed strangely. 

Where are the other kids? Mike! Is Mike okay? He, too, had jumped from the concrete bridge pier and shot past him in the water, as Lee swam hard toward the surface, hearing voices in his head.

A voice, offering me an adventure.  Hallucination? A brain embolism? Where is this, a hospital? 

Gathering his hands on the carpet and pushing himself up a bit, blinking wetness and blurs out of his eyes. “Mike?” he managed to croak, his throat and larynx like wet sandpaper. 

From somewhere, a voice responded. But it wasn’t the older boy who answered.

“Lee Jarrett ... greetings!” 

The voice this time was male, friendly, but ageless. And though it came from the concave white ceiling, Lee kept looking about for Chris’s big brother, his bridge-jumping buddy.

Maybe I drowned and was brought to this place. Still hallucinating...

“Mike?” he asked again, louder. 

After a pause, the voice returned.

“We bid you welcome to the 24th century.”

“Say... what?” 

He pushed up a bit more with both hands, bringing up a knee. I’m still in shorts... and wet... and that’s my harmonica in my pocket, scraping my thigh.

So, this is no hospital emergency room. It all really had happened without a blackout. Straight from the deep river to... no...

Wait. What did he just say?

“Mike,” he said again, this time asking whoever else was present. “Is he okay?”

The voice returned, coming from... everywhere, it seemed.

“As expected, your first concern is for others. Your friend who jumped in the river with you will be fine. However, he will not be joining you here, in the 24th century.”

Okay, the voice just said that twice: the 24th century. But, so far, it didn’t look a thing like Star Trek.

What a pile of donkey... manure.

“Hey now, whoever you are, look here.” Lee’s confusion was giving way to irritation. “Even for a joke,” he said as he struggled to his knees, “this is a real stretch, so why you just come off it and...” 

Lee stopped, looked all around. There was no one in the room but him. “Who are you ... and where the hell are you?”

“My name is d’Alembert. I am an Artificial Intelligence resident in this center and systems manager for Operation Hourglass. I am the entity who chose you to take part in  – “

“In an adventure.” He recalled what he’d heard while he was underwater. “Right, I heard that part before.” 

Interrupting an adult wasn’t polite and neither was cussing, but Lee wasn’t in the mood for good manners. These folks played rough, and this made Lee feel that he had to show them he had some grasp of the situation ... or at least show that to himself. 

He got both feet planted beneath him and slowly rose up. But his legs turned to butter and gave way beneath him. Swearing again, this time under his breath, he fell back to his knees. Why was he so weak?

“I apologize for the repetition,” the voice continued. “It is normal for recruits to be confused. In fact, since some people whom we’ve brought forward from early times believe that they just died, I assure you that this is not the afterlife, but instead — ”

“Yeah, yeah. The future.” Lee tried again. This time, he managed to stand up and remain on his
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