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Prologue
July 17, 1924
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If one were to proceed just over five hundred miles due east from Miami over the deceptively calm waters of the Mid-Atlantic, one would eventually reach a small, nondescript island, well known by locals but not acknowledged on any map. Dominating this island: grey, rectangular buildings of quiet, solid concrete and smooth glass, cold and utilitarian in appearance. Upon closer examination, however, numerous "tells" would indicate that young people frequented this place. Fliers promoting activities geared towards the young were plastered in chaotic clusters at various, designated locations. Discarded bottles of Moxie and Coca-Cola lingered in the general vicinity of garbage receptacles. A forgotten textbook sat heavily on a bench, dutifully awaiting the return of its owner. And although the place was nighttime quiet and apparently deserted, every few minutes a fountain at the center of its four largest buildings dramatically coughed to life, spouting forth a glorious, iridescent plume of water that had been impregnated with tiny, harmless bioluminescent organisms, its brief, off-green glow serving only to darken the quad's shadows before it sputtered out again. This quietude was not unusual. Summer session was often a period of relative calm on the Madiport Island University of Science and Technology campus.
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This prevailing calm did not extend to the on-campus laboratory of Dr. Emil Gablehouse, however.
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"Fear for your life but not your legacy, my dear, for you are about to make history!" Suzie Pureheart struggled against her bonds, but to no avail. Stripped naked by the mad doctor, she had been strapped tightly to one of two medical tables, the wide, leather straps barely concealing her shame. Loosely strapped to the second table: a massive, unconscious gorilla. Glass pipes filled with a swirling, bubbling liquid that seemed to change color moment to moment connected these tables at the base, while frayed wires snaked off the whole in every direction until they were lost in a chaotic clutter of upturned furniture, shattered glass, and a Jacob's ladder which had toppled over but continued to discharge at irregular intervals, scorching a black smear across the floor. Suzie shrieked in terror as Dr. Gablehouse, his white lab coat smeared with grime and gore, approached her, repeatedly, theatrically triggering the small, electric bone saw he held in his right hand. But it was Gablehouse who started when the lab door suddenly burst open.

"Doctor! They have found us!" gasped the beautiful young woman at the door. Gablehouse responded with exaggerated bravado, quickly leaning over the bound girl and dramatically flourishing the bone saw before carefully positioning it above her head, just below her hairline.

"No matter, Maybelle, for in a moment, it will be too late!" he said.

"Too late for you, Doctor!"

His head snapped up as three detectives burst into the room, guns drawn. Pushing Maybelle roughly aside, they concentrated solely on the doctor. Suzie, smiling, silently mouthed the lead detective's name. The doctor, snarling, spoke it aloud:

"Johnny Speakeasy."

Johnny Speakeasy flashed a cocky smile, tipped his hat at the doctor, and then locked eyes with Suzie and gave her a lascivious wink. "At your service," he said. Doctor Gablehouse's upper lip twitched with fury, then raised in a lopsided smile.

"Very well," he said, "if this is how you'd have it." With his free hand, he gestured in the direction of the detectives. "Kill Johnny Speakeasy!" On the second table the seemingly comatose gorilla suddenly went into a violent seizure, its loose bonds bursting from the strain. Three jaws hit the floor as the gorilla's eyes exploded from some inner pressure and tiny, lobster-like claws burst from either side of its head, followed by four long, insectile legs. Supporting itself on these newly-formed legs, the gorilla's head braced itself against the table and tore itself free at the neck, peeling off the remnants of its face with its claws until there was nothing left but a hideous, living skull. The spine, still attached, had become a long, segmented tail, culminating in a wicked barb that dripped poison. Fully disengaged from its former body, the skull leapt from the table and skittered towards the detectives. "Yes! Yes! Kill, my cannibal flesh-beast, kill!" cried the doctor.

"Help! It's a horror!" screamed the detective to the right of Johnny as the terrible thing, deceptively fast, leapt onto his chest and sunk teeth and claws into his shoulder while rapidly striking him again and again with its scorpion tail. The third detective deftly grabbed the skull thing by the tail and hurled it across the room while Johnny fired wildly at the doctor, who was again leaning over the beautiful, innocent Suzie with his whirling instrument of death. Missing their target by a considerable margin, all four bullets buried themselves in a bank of equipment against the far wall which immediately toppled and exploded in a ball of flame. Sprinting across the room, Johnny Speakeasy shoved Gablehouse to the floor and freed Suzie from her bonds, only to fall to his knees and cry out in agony as the doctor sliced through his Achilles tendon with the whirling bone saw. Before Johnny could react, he was blinded as something exploded; there was a scream, more shots rang out, and then one of his men was helping him to his feet. His other man lifted Suzie from the table, quickly draped a sheet around her shoulders to preserve her dignity, and all four of them ran for the door as the entire room burned and collapsed around them.

"No! My mad dream! All is lost!" cried Gablehouse as he crawled through the flaming wreckage. Then, with an unearthly hiss, the skull thing appeared as if from nowhere, sinking its teeth deep into the doctor's throat and stinging him again and again and again. "No!" he choked, his hands unable to find purchase on its slick, smooth surface as he tried in vain to dislodge it. As they fought to the death, Maybelle stepped out of the shadows and quickly dodged through the flames to Gablehouse's side. Slapping aside one of his wildly flailing hands she expectantly shoved a piece of paper in the dying man's face.

"Doctor! Doctor!" she gasped. "Can you sign my letter of recommendation?"
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Kevin Landon put it all into that final guitar solo, stretching it out three, then four minutes longer than was necessary and then dropping theatrically to his knees for the final riff before slumping forward and thrusting one fist into the air in exhausted triumph. There was a moment of silence, followed by a smattering of applause. "Thank you, we are... were... 'Suddenly, Mongoose!'" said the lead singer, wearily, into his microphone.

"You suck!" added a voice from the back of the bar.
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"Not bad for our penultimate show," said Gary as they loaded their gear into the back of Cole's brother's pickup truck.

"Do you even know what penultimate means?" asked Cole as he sat heavily on one of the amps and lit a cigarette.

"Yeah, it's like... extra ultimate, right?"

"It means 'next to last', dilhole," sighed Mike, (former) lead singer.

"I still don't see why it has to be our last show," grumbled Kevin, dejectedly kicking the amp Cole was perched on. Now Gary sighed.

"Can we not get into this again?" he asked. He was bundled up tight, they all were, but the wind was stinging his exposed face and hands, and he wanted to go home.

"I just don't understand why we can't just get a new lead singer, someone really good, and forge on!"

"Dude, I'm right here," said Mike. Kevin, pouting, shoved his hands into his coat pockets.

"Screw you, Mike. If it weren't for you we wouldn't be in this mess."

"Hey! Terri and I wanted this baby! Besides, the condom broke!"

"Guys..." began Gary, stepping between the two. But Mike was on a roll now.

"Dude, I've got a kid on the way. A kid. I need to start thinking about my future, because it's, you know, like his future, and stuff. Face it, man, we were never gonna get any further than this, playing dumps within walking distance of our house. It's time to move on."

"He's right, Kev," Cole added, sliding off the amp and hefting it into the air. "It's been a fun ride, but we're not sixteen anymore." With a grunt he hoisted the amp into the back of the pickup. "You can't just keep spinning your wheels forever."

"Sure you can!" Kevin spat. Refusing to meet his accusing gaze, the other three climbed into the cab of the truck. Cole had to crank it twice before it started.

"You coming with us?" he asked.

"I'll walk."

"Come on, man, you'll freeze to death. It's the middle of winter."

"I'll walk," Kevin repeated.

Cole shrugged his shoulders. "Okay." He hesitated, not sure what to say next. "I'm sorry, man. We gave it our best. We're not gonna be the next Sex Pistols or Nirvana or Imagine Dragons. Hell, we're not even gonna be the next Too Much Joy. We're not gonna be rock stars." Putting the truck into gear, he drove slowly away, leaving Kevin standing alone in the staccato pool of orange cast by the parking lot's single, flickering sodium vapor light.

"Bullshit," whispered Kevin. "I'm gonna be a rock star."

The light went out.
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Kevin turned his key slowly, slooowwwly... Clack! Damn, why was that deadbolt always so loud? Maybe he should oil it or something. Of course, he thought this every time he slipped in especially late, and by morning the idea was always forgotten. Now he was turning the doorknob, equally slowly. Click! Not as bad, but still deafening, at least to his ears, and he was a little drunk. He edged the door open, saw only darkness beyond, and sighed in relief. For a while after Jay Leno had retired his parents had rarely stayed up past midnight, but since they'd gotten Netflix... He confidentially swung the door open and stepped inside, only to be blinded by the sudden light.

"Hey! What the...?" He theatrically shielded his eyes, letting them adjust. His mom, wearing a robe and a look of forced concern, was barring his way. His dad, wearing only boxer shorts and an old t-shirt, stood next to the light switch. Cripes, how long have they been waiting here? he wondered. Instinctively glancing past them, down the hall, he saw Bernie, suddenly looking much older than fifteen in panties and a flimsy nightgown, smiling in triumph. So that was it. She stuck her tongue out at him and when he narrowed his eyes and glared back she slowly raised her right arm and dramatically gave him the middle finger before disappearing into her room.

"It is four o'clock in the morning, young man," said his father, interrupting the revenge fantasy in which he finally caught Bernadette doing something wrong, ignored her as she pleaded for mercy, informed their parents of the situation – for her own good, of course – and she was subsequently grounded for life.

"We were worried," added his mother. Kevin closed his eyes tightly for a moment and tried to clear his head. He'd hit one of the younger guys "stashes" on his long walk home, a near-frozen six-pack nestled off the road in some bushes, and had quickly polished off five of them before tossing the last one into the woods.

"I'm sorry," he said. "The guys ditched me so I had to walk back."

"When you're going to be this late, you call. You worry your mother."

"We were both worried," his mom amended. Kevin sighed.

"I don't have a cell phone, Dad. You said it would be too much to add me to the family plan, remember?"

"They don't have pay phones any more?" His father snorted his disdain at the direction the entire civilized world had taken. "This? This is the future? No pay phones? Well they can have it!"

The future's not returnable, Dad, Kevin thought, but decided to keep his mouth shut. Wisely, as it turned out, because his father, who seemed like he was about to go off on one of his tangents, suddenly switched gears again, his focus back on Kevin.

"Have you been drinking?"

"What?" asked Kevin, legitimately surprised. "Well, yeah. I am twenty-one you know."

"My point exactly!" said his father with an air of victory.

"We worry about your drinking," added his mother.

"Twenty-one and still living at home! My God, Kevin, by the time I was your age I'd nearly earned my business degree!" Kevin rolled his eyes. "What, you think that's a joke?"

"Dad," said Kevin, "you work on an assembly line."

"Damn straight, an assembly line that has increased its productivity by fourteen percent over the last five years thanks to my oversight, using methods I learned getting my business degree! Fourteen percent! Numbers, Kevin! You can't argue with numbers!"

"Honey, what your father is trying to say is that we're worried..."

"What I'm trying to say is that you need a business degree!"

"I don't need any business degree to play in a band!" countered Kevin, his voice raised slightly. He was already getting a headache from that slushy beer and he just wanted to go to bed.

"A band," said his father, his voice full of sarcasm. "Yeah, your mother heard all about your band. That Mike you play with, he knocked up the Harris girl, did you know that? It's all over town. She heard it at the grocery store. He can't noodle around in some band, he's got a family to support now. He needs to buckle down, get a business degree, and earn a living. Just like you need to do before you knock some girl up and end up living out behind the railroad tracks..."

Kevin tuned him out as he went on and on. He'd heard this one before, so many times, in fact, that if it were a song he could probably play it by rote. Instead, he fantasized about what he was going to do to Bernie to get her back for this. He'd have to dig deep. On the surface she was as squeaky-clean as the day was long, but there had to be something...

"...out of the house!"

Holy crap, that was something different. And his dad had suddenly stopped talking. He'd better tune back in, and fast.

"What?"

"I said," repeated his father, "that if you don't get your ass down to that testing center and take your college entrance exam, you are out of the house." Satisfied that all that needed to be said had been said, he turned and headed for the bedroom, only to make a sudden U-turn at the last second and go into the kitchen. A moment later, Kevin could hear him rooting around in the refrigerator. "All the instant microwavable goodies go in the freezer, but there's no light in the freezer so you can see what anything is! This. This is the future!" the man was grumbling.

"Honey, all we ask is that you try," said his mother, before following her husband into the kitchen. Kevin, eyes closed, slid slowly down the door until he was slumped on the floor. This was a disaster. No, he amended, Hurricane Katrina was a disaster. This was bad, though. Very, very bad.

"Psst!" hissed a voice. He looked up and saw Bernie again staring at him from the far end of the hallway. Raising both arms she flipped him off with one hand, and then gave him the two-fingered salute, British style, with the other. They should name the next devastating, catastrophic natural disaster "Bernadette," he thought. Without a doubt.
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Sunset. Kevin and Gary sat behind the bar, quietly drinking bottles of Bud Light and then hurling them across the parking lot into the woods beyond. Gary elbowed the wall behind him affectionately. "Hard to believe we once played our ultimate penultimate show, right here. God, how long ago was that?"

"It was like two weeks ago, Gary."

"Oh yeah." Gary polished off his current beer, sloppily tossed it in the direction of the treeline, and grimaced as it fell short and shattered on the slick, icy blacktop.

"'I Love the Sound of Breaking Glass'," said Kevin.

"Really?" asked Gary, opening another beer. It was freezing out here, but he wanted to get a good buzz on before he had to go inside and get to work. Kevin shook his head.

"It's a Nick Lowe song. 'I Love the Sound of Breaking Glass'. God, I know so much about music, yet here I sit, not being in a band."

"You pinheads are gonna love the sound of me kicking your ass!" yelled Jerome from the front of the building, nearly falling out of his wheelchair as he struggled to open the front door. It had frozen shut during the night, and he had no leverage. "Who's gonna clean that up before we open?"

"Me!" Gary yelled back. "That's why you hired me, right?"

"Not gonna work here much longer with that attitude..." Jerome shout-mumbled as he clumsily fumbled his way through the front entrance. A moment later they heard the door slam shut. Kevin sighed.

"This sucks," he said, opening their last beer. "Just when it seemed like the band was really going places..." Gary stole a sideways look at him as if he were insane, but said nothing. "Remember Mr. Hoover?" Kevin said after a few seconds.

"Nope," admitted Gary. Kevin ignored this.

"First day of high school, second period. He tells us to stay in our seats when the dismissal bell rings. So we wait, and wait, until finally the late bell rings and he lets us go. The next day he asks the class if anyone got a tardy slip for showing up late to their next class. About half of us raise our hands, the other half don't. Then he says 'Take a look around the room. You've learned your first lesson of the year: life isn't fair.' I thought he was the biggest asshole at the time but he was right, man. Life isn't fair. I should be rocking the world and instead I'm being railroaded into boring old state college and a boring old business degree. I'll probably end up selling guitar picks to actual rock stars who will nod politely when I tell them about my own former band and then make fun of me as soon as they're out of earshot. Maybe they'll even write a song about it, like Dire Straits did with that 'Money for Nothing' guy." It was a convoluted but appropriately depressing anti-fantasy, and Kevin liked it.

"So what are you gonna do?" asked Gary.

"I dunno. I guess I could run away from home again, but I doubt it'll carry the weight it did when I was thirteen." Gary, seemingly lost in thought, took one last, long pull and finished off his beer.

"If they're gonna throw you out anyway, that might make things easier for everyone," he admitted.

"You're a big help."

"If you ask me," said Gary, standing up and mentally preparing himself for work, "your worrying is getting ahead of itself."

"Explain."

"I'm just saying, maybe you won't even be eligible for college," Gary shrugged. "Maybe you'll bomb the entrance exam." The whole world seemed to melt away. So this is what an epiphany feels like, thought Kevin, smiling for the first time in days.

"Yeah," he grinned. "Maybe I will."
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The SAT, the ACT, and several other, more obscure college entrance exams were regularly administered at a community college about an hour's drive from Kevin's house, and in an uncharacteristic move his mother actually allowed him to use the minivan and drive there alone. Running late, he parked haphazardly in a staff spot and raced into the nearest building, noting with dismay that most of the rooms were locked and dark and wishing he'd remembered that slip of paper with the name of the building and the room number on it. Flunking the test was one thing – obviously, he simply wasn't college material. But if he showed up late and wasn't allowed to take it at all, well, his dad would boot him out for sure, no doubt about it. He was sure this was the name he'd written down, but the place seemed deserted, and he was already lost in a maze of hallways that constantly doubled back on themselves and zig-zagged, with little rhyme or reason, ever deeper into the building. He was just about to give in to panic when he saw the pink piece of paper crudely taped to a lecture hall door: "SST College Entrance Exam". The lights were on, there were several young people seated inside... this was it! Thank God! He pushed on the door.

It was locked.

Looking through the glass he could see the clock on the far wall. It was 8:02. He was too late. Sighing, shoulders slumping, he was just about to leave when the door clicked open. "Quick! They haven't passed out the test yet!"

"Thanks!" he whispered, slipping in and taking the seat nearest the door. He smiled at his benefactor, who... He looked carefully around. Er, who, exactly, was his benefactor? There was no one seated anywhere near him. Who had...?

"...Scholastic Stamina Test..." a woman at the front of the hall was saying. "Young man?" It had the lilt of a question but was clearly not a question. Kevin locked eyes with her and smiled. She did not smile back. "Could you move closer to the front of the room please? Thank you." Kevin moved down several rows, where one of the speaker's youngish assistants (there were three) quickly approached him and gave him a cursory once-over.

"Cell phone?" the assistant said, holding her hand out.

"I... don't have a cell phone," Kevin said. The girl nodded and moved on.

"Twelve hundred questions in six different disciplines," the administrator continued, picking up where she'd left off. "The test is multiple choice. Be sure to fill in the circle next to the correct answer completely. Use only a number two pencil. Do not leave any circles blank." Another assistant dropped the heavy test booklet onto Kevin's desk, handed him a number two pencil, and moved on. Kevin dutifully entered his name and social security number on the first page. "No cell phones, no talking, no bathroom breaks. You have six hours. Begin." Kevin turned over the first page. His eyes glazed over halfway through the first problem:
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1) Given that any set of five points in the plane in general position has a subset of four points that form the vertices of a convex quadrilateral...
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This, then, was his fate. Smiling grimly, he began quickly, randomly filling in circles. The clock read 8:25 when Kevin stood, walked to the front of the room, and handed his completed exam to the administrator. A couple of people looked up, curious, then returned immediately to their own booklets. An Asian girl in the front row had long since stopped working and sat with her face buried in her hands, gently sobbing. The administrator accepted Kevin's booklet without comment, watched him carefully until he had left the room, and then returned to the bestseller she was reading.
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The collection of the SST booklets was delayed by the arrival of emergency personnel responding to a failed suicide attempt by a distraught applicant in the testing facility's bathroom, but eventually they were collected in several locked satchels which were retrieved by humorless men in black suits who transferred them to a black armored truck with darkened windows and no identifiable markings, not even license plates. Using mostly back roads, this truck traveled southeast for approximately 300 miles, during which it was pulled over once by local law enforcement for its lack of plates only to be sent on its way with no citation issued after a harrowing series of phone calls involving the driver, his boss, the police officer, and his boss. Just outside of Washington, D.C., the truck turned down a nondescript dirt road that wound past several warning signs ("Government Facility Trespassers Will Be Shot On Sight General Order 4.6692") before reaching a gate that automatically swung open at its approach. Entering a fenced-in facility, the truck backed up to a low loading dock where the satchels were unloaded by silent, dour-faced men and women who carried them, two at a time, to a small, brightly-lit room where a balding, bespectacled man fed them haphazardly into an ancient, clunking machine. This went on for some time, the machine sporadically spitting out reams of shredded test booklets that slid down a dirty plastic chute and were deposited in a paper-only recycling bin. There was almost no sound other than the clanging of the machine, and the bespectacled man worked in silence, robotically, although he did glance up at the clock on the wall or his cheap wristwatch from time to time, as if gauging when his shift would end. Suddenly there was a buzzing sound, and a small red light mounted on the front of the machine flickered and then hesitantly blinked on, as if it wasn't itself sure that this was the proper protocol. The man froze. After a few moments a single sheet of paper snaked out of the printer attached to the front of the machine. The bespectacled man stood, picked this sheet of paper up, and left the room, carefully locking the door behind him. Walking down several white, sterile corridors, he eventually reached the office he sought, where he knocked, was admitted, and handed the sheet of paper to a dark, grim man who sat behind a large desk and who, for all appearances, had been sitting there motionless for days, awaiting this very moment. The grim man looked at the sheet of paper and raised a single eyebrow. Forty minutes later he was on a plane to Ohio.
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"Why are we getting so much mail?" asked Bernadette, staring at the huge mound on their kitchen table.

"The real question," replied her father, "is why did I come home to someone stealing our mail?"

"Really?" asked his wife. She was carrying in groceries, dramatically backing through the door with both arms full and then dropping the bags heavily on the counter in the hopes of eliciting some assistance, but her husband and daughter hadn't noticed.

"Yeah, really. Guy in a suit was just rifling through our sh-..." he glanced at Bernadette. "Our stuff. When he saw me coming he ran like the dickens."

"Dad, I know the word shit," Bernadette said, rolling her eyes.

"Bernie, language," said her mother automatically. Then, "Do you think we should call the police, John? Or the bank? Maybe it was an identity thief."

"I doubt it." He picked up a mass of envelopes and let them fall through his hands. "It's all for Kevin, and it's all college stuff."

"Really?" Forgetting the groceries, she picked up first one envelope, then another. Indeed, each one was from a different college, from all across the country.

"Well, he just took the SAT. He's probably on some goddamned list."

"Makes goddamned sense," agreed Bernadette.

"Bernie!"

"Speaking of..." said John as Kevin walked in, idly sipping from a juice box.

"Whoa, did Mom sign up for something online again?" he laughed.

"It's all goddamned shit for you!" said Bernadette.

"That's it! Room!" ordered her mother. Pouting, Bernadette quickly retreated from the kitchen.

"Really, son, it's all for you. From schools," said John. Kevin, baffled, picked up one envelope, then another. "You're probably on some list."

"Hey! This one's from the testing center." He held the envelope up for them to see. "The SST. That's the test I took, I think."

"You think?" asked his father.

"Not the SAT?" asked his mother. Kevin shrugged.

"They're all pretty much the same," he said.

"Well, don't keep us in suspense," beamed his mother. "Open it!"

"Okay." Kevin forced a sigh as he tore open the envelope. "But don't be too disappointed if it's not the best news in the world, okay? I did my best but some people just aren't college... material... er..."

He stared at the single sheet of paper inside. Emblazoned across the top was:
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SST TEST RESULTS FOR LANDON, KEVIN SS# 219-09-9999 SCORE: 1199/1200
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"Jesus Christ," he whispered. "I aced it."
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The target was oblivious as Agent Lipton continued to snap photographs. A dozen. Two dozen. A hundred. How many pictures of this kid drinking beer behind some run-down saloon could they possibly need, anyway? Well, his place was not to question. His place was to perform the duty at hand. I sure could go for one of those beers, though, he thought. Damn that would taste good right about now.
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"You've barely touched that beer," said Gary. He watched his frozen breath drift away. He wondered if it would taste like beer.

"I'm just not in the mood," sighed Kevin. "Not only did I get accepted to college, I got accepted to like a billion of them. At this point cost is the only real object; they've offered me every scholarship known to man, plus several that I think they invented just for me, but there's still housing and books and living expenses to consider. My parents are looking into loans, even though borrowing that much money goes against everything my dad claims to believe in. Needless to say, I'm kind of depressed right now."

"All the more reason to drink," said his friend, instructing by example. He hurled the now-empty bottle into the woods. "And look on the bright side, maybe you'll flunk out. That's how I got out of finishing college."

"Flunk out?" Kevin snorted. "I tried to flunk that stupid SST test and I practically aced it."

"I flunked an STD test once," Gary interjected. Kevin ignored him.

"I mean, there's four possible answers to each question, right? And I just selected them randomly. So, at best, I should've gotten what? Twenty-five percent?"

"Dude, it's, like, a statistical anomaly, that's all. Like if you flip a coin a million times there's no reason why it can't come up heads a million times in a row because, you know, there's like a fifty percent chance each and every time. It's not...," he grasped for the word, "...cumulus."

"Your point?" sighed Kevin.

"My point is that if you want to fail, you will. You just need to focus. Focus on your goal of flunking out. Heck, if you drink enough beer along the way, maybe hook up with some girls, it'll be like a vacation."

"You know what, Gary?" Kevin laughed, "I don't care what they say, I think you are an unsung genius."

"I was born too late, that's all," Gary agreed. "If I was born ten thousand years ago I could've invented something easy like 'zero' or the disposable lighter and everyone would've been all impressed. Those old-time smart dudes had it easy."

"Amen," Kevin said, polishing his beer off in one long swallow. "Amen."
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It was an ice-cold January morning, but Kevin was already working up a sweat. His run took him to the end of his block where he skirted the highway and then continued along side roads towards downtown, always keeping the snow-covered fields and little-used parking lots located behind the Main Street businesses – an area everyone referred to as "behind town" – to his left. When he hit Main he took a left, broke into a full sprint for two blocks, and then slowed to a brisk walk. A black sedan with tinted windows crawled past him, headed in the opposite direction, but other than that the early-morning streets were deserted. The carryout at the far end of Main – officially named "Otto's", after its original owner, but known by most people as, simply, "the newsstand" – was the only business open this early, and that's where Kevin now headed. But when he stepped inside, his eyes almost popped out of his head.

"Mike! You... work here now?" Mike, who appeared to be moving cigarettes around to no particular purpose, started, turned, tried to look annoyed, failed, and then simply sighed.

"Yes, I 'work here now'. I need to earn a living, Kevin." Kevin held his hands up in supplication and made a beeline for the coolers in the back where they kept the Gatorade, the Powerade, and, his favorite, the store-brand "Genericade".

"I wasn't gonna say a word," he called back over his shoulder. "I've got stuff goin' on too. I dawdled a bit too long to get in this semester, but it looks like I'll be starting school next fall..." Dawdled on purpose, he thought to himself as he scanned the contents of the cooler. There were a couple of new flavors, but he couldn't figure out what they were. Why did sports and energy drinks always insist on vague descriptors like Arctic Blast? He wanted cherry. "Anyway," he continued, "there's no hard feelings. Although over the summer, whatever happens, I think we should play a few gigs around town, just for fun. I mean, we can't just throw away all our hard work, especially now that we've finally ironed out the bass line for 'I Got a C- in Love Tonite'..." Drink in hand he turned back towards the counter and... Mike was gone.

"Seriously?" Kevin said aloud. The sunnovabitch had just walked off while he was talking, literally deserted his post rather than speak to him. "I'm stealing this Gatorade!" he called out, then waited. A big black sedan angled into one of the parking spaces out front, but Mike did not appear. "You've got a customer!" Kevin tried, referring to the man now climbing out of that car. "A real one, I mean," he added. Still nothing, but two more black sedans had slowly pulled into the newsstand's two remaining spaces, and several similar cars were now pulling to a stop right in the middle of the street, where they'd be blocking traffic if there was any in this burg. Grim men in dark suits, sporting sunglasses and wearing old, out-of-date black hats, stepped out of these cars in succession, two at a time, and strode purposefully toward the newsstand's front door. And were they looking at him? He could swear that even through the semi-opaque front windows they were looking at him.

"Oh. Oh, shit..." Kevin whispered. Then he turned and ran, down the aisle, through the cooler in the back that they had stolen so many cases of beer from as teenagers, and smashed into the emergency exit at its rear, which refused to open long enough for a terrible ball to form in his gut before giving way and spilling him into a drift of snow behind the building. The alarm whooped twice and then suddenly went silent, as if it had been cut off at the source, but he barely noticed. He was behind town now, and if he made for the woods or ran parallel to the buildings back here he was sunk. He needed to get to a place where there were people, witnesses, so fighting his way out of the waist-deep snowbank he turned right, raced past the rear of one business to put some distance between himself and his pursuers, and then turned right again down an alley that led back to Main Street. There was a chain link fence bisecting this alley, he knew, but he'd scrambled over it plenty of times before and had no doubt he could do it again. As long as... He skidded to a stop so abruptly that he fell backwards and landed on his ass. One of the men in black had anticipated him, was waiting for him on the other side of the fence. He heard footsteps behind him now, not running, too confident for that, too assured, but walking at a brisk pace, eager to reach their quarry. He was trapped!

No, he thought. No.

Leaping to his feet he actually startled the man on the other side of the fence when he flung himself halfway up it, scampered over, and then landed right at the man's feet. Two hands grabbed at him, he felt them, cold, scrambling for purchase, but he was up and down the alley in a flash, again turning right and running at an angle across the street, skirting the black sedans which still sat in the middle of the road, doors open, engines purring, hazards engaged and blinking ominously. The idea of leaping into one and just taking off was almost overpowering, but he resisted it. Instead, ignoring the painful stitch in his side, he increased his speed, running for five more blocks until he reached his goal – the police station. Literally running into the door he bounced off it with a terrific bang, shook his head to clear it, and then pulled the door open and hurled himself inside. Gasping, nearly falling over as his aching muscles and the pain in his side caught up with him, he cried out to the officer manning the front desk. He didn't even have to look to see who it was. Casey Jankowski was always manning the front desk.

"Casey!" he gasped. "These guys, they tried to kidnap me... I think. Black cars... I tried to get their plates but I didn't see any..."

Silence.

Kevin slowly looked up.

The man behind the front desk wore a policeman's uniform, but he wasn't Casey Jankowski.

The man pointed something at Kevin that wasn't quite a gun.

There was a flash of green-violet light, and then blissful oblivion.
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Darkness. Am I blind? thought Kevin. No, the darkness was not absolute. There were lighter patches, and here and there pinholes of brighter light. He had something over his head. A hood, maybe. He felt arms under his shoulders, carrying him, his feet were dragging loosely across some smooth surface. "What's happening?" he managed. "Who are you people?" His captors didn't respond, but were they treating him more gently now that they realized he was awake? It seemed so. His captors gently sat him in a large, uncomfortable metal chair. "Please," he added, fearing the worst, "I swear I was only born with one kidney and I need that to drink with!" The hood was gently lifted away.

Kevin found himself in a small, bare, blindingly white room. He sat before a long white table flanked by three men and one woman. One of the men wore a military uniform – a colonel, it looked like – while the others gave off the vibe of career bureaucrats. The colonel immediately began pacing around the room. The others clustered around him. At a nod from the woman a portion of the wall to the left slowly faded until it was transparent. It makes a better window than it does a door, thought Kevin. He was fairly certain that he was losing his mind, and decided to just go with it.

"Oh my baby, my poor baby!" he heard his mother cry.

"My son's no terrorist!" exclaimed his dad. "I'll have you know that my brother has a correspondence-course law degree!"

"Mom! Dad!" screamed Kevin.

"Have you ever been diagnosed with a mental disorder?" barked the colonel, suddenly, from behind him. Kevin jumped.

"What?" was the only response he managed.

"It's a three-way mirror," said the woman gently, indicating the window through which his parents were visible. "We can see them, and our superiors can see them and us, but they can't see us."

"Three-way... what are you talking about?" asked Kevin.

"Do you know, or suspect, that you absorbed your own twin in utero?" interjected the colonel. He continued to pace around the room, hands clasped behind his back, but he always waited until he was out of Kevin's line of sight to loudly ask his bizarre questions.

"Hold still, please," said one of the male bureaucrats.

"Have you ever believed, or had reason to believe, that you were abducted by a flying saucer?" barked the colonel.

"What? Of course not!"

The man who told him to hold still was taking his fingerprints, but rather than ink he used a small, flat electronic gizmo that scanned Kevin's fingertips like a photocopy machine. Simultaneously, the other man held up a second gizmo that shone a harsh red light into his eyes. "Retinal scan," said this man when Kevin instinctively closed his eyes.

"Are you familiar with the works of Joseph Mellen?"

"Who?"

"Eyes open, please."

"Are you currently using marijuana?"

"No!"

Kevin opened his eyes. The red flash of the retinal scan was replaced with a sharp prick in his left arm. The woman had jabbed him with a hypo and was drawing blood. "Ow!" he protested.

"How many hours, approximately, do you watch television in an average week?" the colonel was asking.

"Ten?" said Kevin. The colonel, now in front of him, stopped pacing, raised one eyebrow, and gave Kevin an unfriendly, questioning look. "Okay, thirty," amended Kevin, "but only during basketball season!" The woman dropped a huge stack of papers on the table in front of him.

"Have you ever been a member of the Communist Party, or have you ever visited North Korea in this or any other timeline?" continued the colonel.

"Sign here, please," said one of the other men, indicating the last page in the huge stack in front of him. Kevin picked up the top sheet but the man slapped it away. "Don't read that, please."

"Have you ever been a member of the Communist Party? Answer the question, please!"

"No!"

"No, you refuse to answer, or no..."

"I've never been a member of the Communist Party!"

"This document is for authorized eyes only," insisted the other man, pressing a pen into Kevin's hand. The pen was pink and had Dora the Explorer on it. "You are not cleared to read it, only to sign it." Completely intimidated, Kevin signed the bottom of the page. Instantly, everyone else in the room seemed to relax. The colonel stopped asking questions and began furiously scribbling notes. There was a dull tone and now Kevin could hear his parents speaking quietly in the other room, and apparently they could hear him.

"Who's that?" said his dad.

"Dad!" shouted Kevin.

"My baby!" cried his mother.

"Mr. Kevin Landon," beamed the woman, ignoring these outbursts, "we are proud to accept your application to the Madiport Island University of Science and Technology!"

"What in God's holy name is the 'Madiport Science Island of Technology'?" Kevin asked, flabbergasted.

"M.I.U.S.T. is the most advanced technological and theoretical sciences school in the world," one of the male bureaucrats explained. The colonel had vanished. "We accept only the best and brightest, Mr. Landon. Not even the top one percent of one percent of one percent generally qualify. It's a great honor."

"My parents couldn't possibly afford..." Kevin began.

"All invitations to attend M.I.U.S.T. include a full scholarship. This includes books, lab materials, fees, housing, sundries, and all living expenses."

"Congratulations!" said the woman, and all three of them, smiling warmly, thrust out their hands to shake his.

"Does this school have a decent business program?" asked his father from behind the glass.
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With M.I.U.S.T.'s spring semester only a week away, Kevin was fast-tracked, and all the delaying tactics in the world were futile in the wake of the juggernaut that had rallied behind him, inexorably pushing him forward. Records were collected, paperwork filled out and submitted, clothes and school supplies purchased, and his mother even convinced him to trade in his shaggy blonde hair for a short, conservative haircut. "Now you're ready to crunch some numbers," his father nodded with approval. Three days later he was on a train headed south (for some reason, he was forbade to fly), after which he was picked up in an grey luxury car of indeterminate make or model that drove him to a small town just north of the Miami suburbs, a town that, he was told, literally had no name. He'd been allowed to bring only two bags, but he'd decided to forgo one of these so that his second piece of luggage could be his guitar amplifier. The guitar itself, permitted as a "musical instrument or other device pertaining to personal hobbies or interests," was slung over his shoulder. He wasn't going to let himself get rusty, he'd decided. One way or another he'd be back home, rocking out, soon enough. Once in "the town," his luggage and person were thoroughly searched for contraband (they were primarily looking for alcohol, apparently), after which he was escorted to a nondescript dock jutting fifty feet into the Atlantic and left in the care of two Department of Defense agents who essentially ignored him. Instead, they tirelessly scanned the horizon with binoculars, again and again and again, regularly whispering their findings – nothing, always nothing – into lapel microphones. In the distance, a speck was slowly headed in their direction. A ferry, Kevin assumed. Other than himself and the agents, the only person waiting on the dock was a heavyset, irritable-looking kid with unkempt hair who kept pushing up his glasses as they repeatedly slid down the bridge of his nose. He held a bag from a used bookstore ("Book 'Em, Dano! Books & Gifts") tightly under one arm. The single book peeking out of the bag appeared to have something to do with Dungeons & Dragons. Kevin wondered if he was from the school. Well, one way to find out.

"Hey!" said Kevin. The kid started at the sound of Kevin's voice and then managed to sigh heavily and glare at him simultaneously.

"Don't you know not to sneak up on people?" said the kid in a nasally, accusatory whine.

"Sorry," said Kevin. "Are you a student?" The kid rolled his eyes.

"Why else would I be going to the Island?" he said, clearly exasperated. Obviously this conversation was more than just an inconvenience; it was offending him to the absolute core of his being. Which was hilarious, so Kevin decided to press on.

"Kevin Landon," he said, extending his hand. The kid looked at it with distaste. "I just enrolled for spring semester. Figured I'd get here early so I'd have the rest of the weekend to settle in, you know?"

The kid sighed heavily. This interaction was taking a serious toll on his patience.

"Early?" he scoffed. "If you'd been early you wouldn't be starting in the middle of the academic year." He studied Kevin for a minute and then his eyes narrowed, as if he'd suddenly remembered something that irritated him. "You must be the one who aced the SST," he said.

"So I'm told," Kevin smiled. The kid rolled his eyes and then rudely turned his back on Kevin to watch the approaching dot. It was definitely a ferry, although it had a silvery high-tech look to it that made it look more like a spaceship. For several seconds Kevin watched as it got closer and closer, but the silence, having been broken, felt uncomfortable now. "So yeah," he ventured, "that's me. Kevin Landon, SST guru. And you are...?"

"Brad," the kid sighed, beyond exhausted at having to continue this unnecessary human interaction. "Brad Belestra."

"Belestra, huh?" smiled Kevin, attempting to be jocular. "So what do your friends call you? 'Ballistic'? Ol' 'Brad Ballistic'?"

"It's Belestra!" Brad protested, his face flushed with impotent rage.

"Hey, I was just..." began Kevin, but the rest of his sentence was cut of by the blast of an archaic foghorn, which was totally at odds with the vehicle now smoothly pulling up next to the dock. It was a hovercraft, but rather than air it rode in absolute silence on swirling waves of golden-green, sparkling light. Kevin was flabbergasted. "Wow," he said to no one in particular.

"Neophyte," mumbled Brad as the two of them boarded.
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The trip to the island took nearly six hours, and after the initial thrill of watching the ocean race past beneath them wore off, Kevin sank into one of the craft's plush, overstuffed chairs and dozed. Brad sat as far away as possible and made a point of ignoring him. Aside from the pilot, they appeared to be the only two on board. It was half past noon by the time they docked. The two boys disembarked and Kevin found himself standing on the outside deck of what was clearly a welcome station. "Welcome to Madiport Island!" blared a solitary, weather-beaten sign. Brad, walking briskly, rushed past Kevin and disappeared through a door at the far end of the open-air building. Behind him, the hovercraft was already pulling away. Kevin was alone.

"Some welcome," he mumbled.

Hefting his bag and his amp, he strode into the deserted welcome center. Silver stools fronted a white counter, like an old soda shop, and it looked like there was a small kitchen in the back, but everything appeared to be locked up tight. A hand-written sign – "Take one!" – was taped to a cooler bearing the legend "Make Mine Moxie!", but the cooler was empty. A few fliers were posted on an interior wall, but they told him nothing:
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Sign up NOW
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