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The Stardust Alliance

	“Hurry up, Marvin. The others are already there,” said Harvey impatiently.

	The old man sat in the front passenger seat of the SUV, twisted his head around as far as he could in spite of the pain it caused, and watched his grandson get the wheelchair out of the back and open it out.

	“Okay, Grandpa, gimme a sec. This thing’s tricky. I don’t want it folding up on you like it did the other day.”

	Harvey sat fuming a little as Marvin fastened the latches that kept the chair fully open.

	“Dang thing,” muttered Harvey. “Won’t need it much longer though.”

	“This is totally nuts, Grandpa.”

	“Who says? You? You flunked astrophysics, remember? You’re twenty-one and still working on your bachelor’s degree.”

	“I changed my major. I have to take additional courses.”

	“Yeah, from astrophysics to social crises or some damn thing.”

	“Oh, Grandpa! It’s elder counseling. I’ve had lots of practical experience.”

	“Hmph!” snorted Harvey.

	Marvin just sighed, finished snapping the levers that kept the chair from folding back up, and put the cushions in place that Harvey needed for his frail form wracked by bone cancer.

	“We’ve calculated this out carefully, following my Grandpa Elijah’s mathematical formula. The beam’s due at one a.m. It’s twenty till now. Hurry up!”

	“This whole thing, beaming to the stars, is nuts—”

	“You said that already. Just get that wheelchair over here and help me into it!” Harvey was getting impatient and fidgety. “My name was drawn. It’s my turn. Hurry up!”

	Marvin sighed again and wheeled the chair across the grass over to the front of the SUV where his grandfather sat.

	A year ago if anyone had told Marvin that he would be helping his grandfather become stardust, he would have told them they were crazy. Now, here he was at Gazer’s Hill, which Harvey had inherited from his grandfather Elijah, to do just that. Marvin had used Harvey’s key to unlock the gate in the fence that surrounded the hill and the acreage around it and then had driven the SUV through, locking the gate behind them. Then he had found a parking spot on the grass at the base of the hill.

	Since he was a small child, Marvin had often heard Harvey talk about the Stardust Alliance.

	“Grandpa Elijah started that alliance because he loved the stars,” Harvey had told his young grandson. “That smelly, noisy factory was just a hobby to him. My pop made it the success it is now. He wanted me to take over, but I had better things to do. Your pop was the better choice to take charge when the time came. Neither of them understood Elijah and the Stardust Alliance, but I do, and I want you to.”

	Then Harvey would run through the whole story of the beam, Gazer’s Hill, and the alliance. Marvin had listened, his young eyes wide as if hearing a ghost story around a campfire. As he got older, his skepticism had kicked in a little, but he hadn’t voiced it—not until this “journey to the stars” thing came up. If the beam was real, Marvin comprehended that whatever this beam truly was, his grandfather wasn’t going to fare well being in its path. But Marvin had no idea how to stop this, and he wasn’t sure he should. Harvey was in so much pain, and he had the right to choose his own ending to that life, even if the entire concept was insane.

	Marvin pushed all that out of his mind and returned to the task at hand. He helped his frail, withered grandfather out of the SUV as gently as he could and into the wheelchair. He closed and locked the SUV and took a deep breath, readying himself for the task ahead. He wasn’t that husky, but he wasn’t a weakling either. Even so, he knew the going would be tough. Alliance members were already up on Gazer’s Hill waiting, but since most of them were in their seventies or older, Marvin didn’t expect any help.

	“Come on! Let’s go!” cried Harvey impatiently. “Time’s a wastin’!”

	“Sure, Grandpa, sure.”

	Marvin began pushing the chair over the grass to the dirt path up to the top of the hill. It had rained the night before, and the ground was still muddy and soggy, so when he got to the path, he chose instead to wheel the chair up across the grass. It was wet but the wheels wouldn’t sink in. The going was slow but steady.

	The other members of the Stardust Alliance were cheering them on from the top of the hill.

	“Atta boy, Marvin!” called out one old man. “Get that old so-and-so up here so he doesn’t miss his ride to the stars.”

	Others laughed good-naturedly.

	In the 1950s, Harvey’s grandfather Elijah had chosen the fancy word “alliance” instead of “club” for this group that promoted the idea that they could travel to the stars on the beam that appeared for about three or four seconds on Gazer’s Hill every five years, give or take a few days either way.

	Elijah had discovered that beam one night in 1918 while stargazing. He had come back every night for five years, hoping to see it again, and finally had. From that he had worked out when the next appearance would be. On that date, he had been a safe distance from the hill. He wasn’t interested in where the beam made contact but from whence that beam came and why. He had watched the sky through his telescope and discovered that spot. It was a secret he had passed on to Harvey and which Harvey had held close.

	When Harvey was a little boy, Elijah had told him, “We are all stardust. All matter comes from those stars out there.” When Harvey was in his early twenties—about Marvin’s age—he had wheeled his grandfather Elijah, crippled from severe arthritis, up this same hill to await that beam. And Harvey had told that story to young Marvin.

	Now it was Harvey’s turn to be wheeled up there, to take that journey.

	He had made sure his name was drawn during the club’s lottery, held a week before the beam was due to appear, by paying the club secretary to substitute the slips dropped in the hat by other members for ones that had his name on them. Some of the other members had caught on, but none seemed to object. They knew the pain from the cancer in Harvey’s bones was becoming intolerable and that the increased doses of morphine were having a minimal effect. They wanted that pain to end, and this was Harvey’s choice of how.

	That pain didn’t cause Harvey’s cantankerousness, though. It was part of who he was and always had been. He had married a woman who, in saintly fashion, had tolerated his nature. His children and grandchildren had also learned that “with Grandpa, patience goes a long way.” And when Harvey had asked Marvin, his favorite grandchild, to wheel him up the hill, Marvin had reluctantly agreed.

	By the time they reached the top, Marvin was breathing heavily. He wheeled his grandfather directly onto the three-foot-square, solid black patch on the very topmost, dead center spot of the hill. They had five minutes to spare, and Harvey wanted to use them to make a little speech. He had foregone his morphine shot so that his head would be clear.

	Wincing as a wave of pain hit him, Harvey sat a moment and then began.

	“Fellow members of the Stardust Alliance,” he said, his voice still strong, “thank you for being here today to see me off. My journey to the stars will be the realization of a lifelong dream. I just wish my dear wife Imelda could be here to make this journey with me. Her heart attack a couple years ago while helping me into my chair was tragic.” He paused a moment, holding back tears, and then continued. “My children chose not to be here. Well, actually, I told them not to be here, since they think we’re all nuts to believe what my grandfather Elijah told me so many years ago. But he was right. When you break us down to the most elemental level, we are atoms of matter—matter that came from the stars. More accurately, from the universe where matter gathers to form stars and clusters and galaxies. My matter is quickly deteriorating.” He paused as a few people chuckled and another wave of pain hit. “I’m ready to have what remains return to those stars. I’m ready for the beaming.”

	The group applauded and then backed away from him, awaiting the big moment. Marvin hesitated, not wanting to leave his grandfather alone, but Harvey waved him away. The young man reluctantly followed the group.

	This was the first beaming that Marvin would see. His mother and father had been angry at him for agreeing to bring Harvey to the hill. He stood in a fit of indecision, remembering that discussion.

	“Your Great-great-grandpa Elijah was insane,” Marvin’s mother had said.

	“Certifiable,” Marvin’s father had added. “His son took control of the company. Elijah was ignoring it, pursuing this craziness. The whole idea of a beam that transports people out to the stars is ludicrous. But I know my dad’s in great pain, so I can excuse him for pursuing this. You should know better.”

	“All that morphine,” said Marvin’s mother, “has to be affecting his mind.”

	“Have you ever seen a beaming?” Marvin had asked.

	“Yes,” his father had said somewhat reluctantly, “from a distance. I overheard Pop five years ago talking about it, saying the date and time. I went to a spot where I could see but not be seen and had my binoculars with me.”

	“Your dad came back home afterward,” Marvin’s mother had told Marvin, “in shock at what he’d seen. He wasn’t able to describe it to me until a few days later.”

	“What happened?” Marvin had asked.

	His father had thought a moment about that day.

	“I’m not quite sure now,” he had finally replied. “I did see the beam flash, hitting someone on the rise, and heard a terrible scream. That flash of light in my binoculars blinded me for a second. I tried to look again, but saw nothing. It happened so fast. I assumed someone was hurt or something. I quickly got out of there, not wanting to know or be seen.”

	“What then?” Marvin had asked.

	“Nothing. I didn’t tell Pop I’d been there,” Marvin’s father had replied, shuddering. “He mentioned nothing afterwards, and there were no reports of anyone hurt or missing, so I assumed it had been my imagination and let it go. But that scream’s still in my mind. It was horrible.”

	After a moment’s pause, Marvin’s father had added, “I just don’t want you to witness what I did, that’s all.”

	“I understand that,” Marvin had said, “but I already promised Grandpa.”

	“He’ll understand if you renege,” Marvin’s mother had said, almost pleading with him.

	“Maybe,” Marvin had said hesitantly, “but my conscience wouldn’t.”

	“And how would your conscience feel about seeing him—,” Marvin’s father had said and then stopped.

	He had seen the look on Marvin’s face and knew that saying more was useless. He had just shrugged and given his son a hug.

	Marvin’s mother had started to cry but hugged her son, too.

	The following day Marvin had told his grandfather about his parent’s story. Harvey had chuckled and sat quietly in his wheelchair a moment, thinking.

	“So, my son sneaked out and saw the beaming, but said nothing,” he finally said. “What d’you know? Not such an unimaginative lump after all.”

	The old man had pondered again and added, “Look, Marvin, you’ll take me to Gazer’s Hill and be there during the beaming. I have my reasons for this. But we need to convince your parents that you won’t be taking me.” Harvey quickly interrupted his grandson’s objections. “Now don’t argue, goldurn it! You have to promise me this.”

	He had glared at Marvin a moment.

	“Sure, Grandpa,” Marvin had said, sighing.

	“Good. Your father and mother don’t need to worry about you being involved in all this. Worrying about me is bad enough for them.”

	Harvey had paused briefly while Marvin sat silent.

	“This is what we’ll do,” Harvey had continued. “Tell them you’ll be using the SUV to go to your college library to study, which you will do, but only for a half hour or so. I’ll tell them a trusted friend is taking me to Gazer’s Hill instead. You’ll leave here, go to the library, and then come back and get me. Your father sneaked out all those years ago. We can now. I’ll be ready. Promise?”

	Marvin had looked in his grandfather’s eyes, seeing not a cantankerous old man wracked with pain but a man full of love for his grandson, and said, “I promise, Grandpa.”

	Harvey had smiled, and said, “Good. Good.”

	Marvin had informed his parents the next day that he had changed his mind and wouldn’t take his grandfather to the beaming.

	“We know, Son,” his father had said. “Pop told us a friend is taking him.”

	The next few days they hadn’t mentioned the matter. Marvin’s parents were still anxious about Harvey’s plans but relieved that Marvin wasn’t going to be part of them. Precisely what Harvey wanted them to feel.

	The night before Harvey’s beaming, he had pulled Marvin aside for a private conversation.

	“I think everything’s going well so far. Now, listen to me very carefully, Marvin. There’re things I need to explain and you need to understand. There’s also something very important I want you to do after my beaming.”

	On the evening of “the big day,” as Harvey called it, the family had eaten dinner mostly in silence. After dinner, Marvin had excused himself to go to the library. As the hour neared for Harvey’s friend to pick him up, Marvin’s parents had seemed more nervous. Harvey had finally convinced his son and daughter-in-law that there was nothing to worry about, that he would be alright with his stargazing friends, and that they would help with his wheelchair. They had finally gone to bed early, leaving Harvey alone to get ready. Harvey had then collected all his morphine bottles and put them into a carry bag to take with him, part of the deception to come. When the house was dark and quiet, Marvin had returned, gotten Harvey into the SUV, handed him the carry bag, and driven him to Gazer’s Hill.

	Now Harvey sat in excited anticipation in his wheelchair on that three-foot-square, smooth, dense, black spot at the very top of that hill, carry bag on his lap.

	In the late 1800s an explorer had discovered the black square, and people had speculated about how the spot had been formed. After first seeing the beam hit that very spot, Elijah had theorized that the beam had welded together the matter there with intense heat. But no chemist, astrophysicist, or other scientist could prove or disprove it. Some thought alien beings had made the square for some unknown purpose, possibly as a bull’s-eye for the beam. Several people had tried to take samples, but the matter was harder than diamonds and denser than lead or gold.

	Elijah had formed the Stardust Alliance shortly after discovering the beam. Word of the alliance had gotten out to an eccentric and elderly billionaire, interested in extraterrestrial life. He had bought the entire hill, including several hundred acres surrounding it, had installed a tall fence with a locked gate at the property perimeter, and set up a private fund to cover maintenance costs and tax payments. The billionaire had given keys to alliance members so they could access the hill whenever they wanted. Those keys would be passed to their heirs or to new members. And each key was guarded jealously. The billionaire had been one of the first to take that “beaming,” as Elijah and the alliance members called it, that sent him on a journey to the stars and upon which Harvey was about to embark.

	After the atomic bombing of Japan, people had claimed the black square was radioactive and sought to forbid any humans from going there. Elijah had invited a team from the Los Alamos nuclear facility to examine the spot. They had determined it wasn’t radioactive. So every five years, members of the alliance gathered there to see the beam strike and for one of them to take that journey to the stars.

	Marvin looked at his watch nervously, still not knowing or understanding what to expect. One minute to go. Then he looked at Harvey about thirty feet away, and memories of his childhood and time spent with his grandfather came to mind. From the cradle through his teens, Marvin and his grandfather had been close, playing tag in the yard, going for piggyback rides, and passing knowledge from elder to younger. Harvey had been fairly spry and strong for his age then.

	The cancer in Harvey’s bones had appeared when Marvin had been in his late teens. Harvey had fought the cancer with everything he could, had seen his wife crumble and die under the weight of caring for him, had been grateful when his son and daughter-in-law had picked up that burden, and had appreciated that Marvin pitched in as much as his studies at the university would permit.

	Even though the care of his grandfather was onerous, even though Marvin cringed every time he thought of the pain his grandfather endured, Marvin still preferred to see Harvey fall into morphine-induced sleep and never wake. But this had been Harvey’s choice, and Marvin, tears forming in his eyes, had to respect that choice. Part of him, though, doubting that there was any beam, was ready to deal with Harvey’s disappointment and to take him home. And Marvin would feel very much relieved.

	As the seconds ticked by, the Stardust Alliance members burst into song:

	 

	Sail on, brave one, sail on
The sky deep blue and vast awaits
Sail on, brave one, sail on
You soon will pass through ’verse’s gates
Sail on, brave one, sail on
Each atom’s time here is at end
Sail on, brave one, sail on
Through stars’ wide paths you soon will wend

	 

	They were still singing when the moment arrived.

	Marvin wiped the tears just as a blinding white light shot down from the sky, enveloping Harvey, who screamed in sheer agony a moment and then disintegrated along with his wheelchair. Marvin stood a second or two in shock, not believing what he had just heard and seen, and then collapsed on the ground, shaking.

	“I didn’t know, I didn’t know,” he repeated several times. “It’s real. Ohmygod, ohmygod.”

	One of the alliance members sat down next to him on the damp grass.

	“He’s part of the stars now, son,” said the old man. “I just hope I live long enough to make my trip.”

	Marvin looked at the old man and felt the rage rising within him. “You old fool! All of you!” He jumped to his feet, unable to control himself, yelling, “My great-great-grandfather started this mess, and I’m now ending it! The alliance is disbanded! And I’ll shut off your access to this spot. No more beamings! That’s what my grandfather wanted. And now I see why!”

	He stormed off down the hill to the SUV, got in, and sped away.

	“Can he do that?” asked one of the alliance members. “Disband us, I mean.”

	A woman nodded her head. “Elijah put it in the group’s charter. Harvey is—well, was the property owner. His heir can decide to disband the group.”

	“The billionaire left the hill to Elijah in his will,” said the elderly man. “Elijah left it to Harvey. No doubt he left it to Marvin. And the disbanding has to be done within a year of the owner’s death.”

	“Let ’im!” said the elderly man, who had sat beside Marvin, as two others in the group helped him up. “We don’t need no stinkin’ alliance—club—group—whatever you call it—to come here.”

	“If Marvin changes the lock…,” said another member.

	“There’s not a lock I can’t pick,” said the elderly man, now standing.

	“We’d be arrested for trespassing,” said the woman who had spoken up before.

	“Who cares?” asked the elderly man. “We have to stop him from disbanding the group before the end of the year.”

	“And we have to get Elijah’s mathematical formula for predicting the next occurrence.”

	“Elijah passed it to Harvey. It’s possible that Marvin now has it, since Harvey knew he was going to die soon and Marvin’s parents didn’t like all this. We need to get that formula.”

	The other members agreed. They decided who would try to confirm what the will said and who would try to find the formula. Then they left Gazer’s Hill, locking the gate behind them.
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	After a restless night, morning came too soon. Marvin stayed in bed after his alarm went off.

	“Are you sick?” asked his mother, coming into his room when he didn’t appear in the kitchen for breakfast.

	“Just tired, Mom,” he replied quietly.

	“Seems your grandfather never came home last night, and all his morphine’s missing. I hope he’s with that friend of his, but we’ve had no word yet. Do you think he was hurt with that beam thing? I asked your father if he knows anything, but he just shrugs.”

	“Don’t know, Mom,” lied Marvin. “I’ll be up soon. No class this morning.”

	He then turned his head away, and she left the room. He lay thinking. The night before his beaming, Harvey had confided in his grandson.

	“No matter what happens,” he had said, “this should be the last. You have to end it.”

	“What’s the beam, Grandpa?” Marvin had asked. “Where does it come from?”

	“You have to swear never to tell anyone, especially your mom and pop.”

	“Sure, I swear.”

	“It’s from the moon.”

	“Our moon? I mean Earth’s?”

	“Of course!”

	“But how?”

	“Grandpa Elijah thought it was aliens from space who’d set it up.”

	“What for?”

	“Grandpa Elijah thought it was to keep us in the right orbit. It’s just enough pressure to maintain the right course. Otherwise, we’d veer away from the sun or toward it. Either way wouldn’t be good.”

	“But there hasn’t been anything about that in any astronomy literature I’ve seen.”

	“Grandpa Elijah knew it had to be kept secret.”

	“We sent men to the moon. Why didn’t they find the device that emits the beam?”

	“It’s under the moon’s surface. It comes out just before shooting that beam. They weren’t on the moon at the right time or in the right place to see that.”

	“How long has that device been in place?”

	“Grandpa Elijah saw the beam one night while out stargazing. He was young at the time, not yet married. He thinks it was the first time the beam had been fired off.”

	“How’d he figure the exact date and time every five years for it coming back to that same spot?”

	“It’s a pretty complicated formula. Earth’s orbit. Moon phases.”

	“Fortunate that no one’s built on that spot.”

	“Not good for buildin’. Would take a bunch of dynamite. Thin layer of soil over granite. That’s what the black surface is on that spot—soil and granite combined—the atoms welded together so tightly—”

	“And this whole thing about the beam taking you to the stars?”

	“Total bunk that Grandpa Elijah started. He thought it was funny—how gullible people were, especially that billionaire.” Harvey had laughed and then winced as a surge of pain flooded over him. “The billionaire got totally sucked in. Served Grandpa Elijah well. With that hill being privately owned, he could use it for that nutty group he’d started.”

	“Seems like the whole beam thing’s bunk.”

	Harvey had just scowled at his grandson.

	“So why do you want to do this?” asked Marvin, sighing.

	“Better to go out with a bang than be doped to death. After all, we truly are stardust.” Harvey had looked at Marvin intensely. “Promise me—end this whole charade.”

	Marvin had nodded, unable to speak and still doubting the veracity of what Harvey had just told him.

	“Good boy,” Harvey had said.

	Then he had explained to Marvin what he needed to do to end the alliance and the beamings. When Harvey had finished, he said, “Not a word of this to anyone.”

	Marvin had looked at his grandfather, nodded his head again, and said, “Understood, Grandpa.”

	Harvey, feeling satisfied, had smiled and closed his eyes, saying, “Until tomorrow, then.”

	Marvin had increased the drip rate on Harvey’s overnight morphine I.V., watched the old man drift off in sleep, thought briefly about increasing the drip further and ending things right then, but stopped and sat back. He knew Harvey was right. The Stardust Alliance had to end, and Harvey’s death would be the impetus.

	Now that Harvey was dead, Marvin faced that task. He didn’t know if he was up to it, but he knew he had to be. The first step had to be Harvey’s will. Harvey’s lawyer had it.

	He sat up in bed and dialed his cell phone.

	“Hi, Roscoe, Marvin here.”

	“Oh, hi, Marvin. Nice to hear from you. What’s up?”

	“I’m worried. Some friend took Grandpa to Gazer’s Hill last night to see some beam. He hasn’t come home. And we can’t locate this friend. Harvey never told us who it was. His cancer’s really bad and all his morphine’s missing. We fear the worst—that this friend gave him an overdose. Look, Roscoe, I don’t mean to sound morbid or insensitive, but Grandpa told me that when he dies, I’d get whatever he has. I just want to know if that’s true and what it actually means.”

	“Hmm. Well, yes, you get anything he had to leave, which wasn’t much other than Gazer’s Hill and surrounding property along with stewardship of the maintenance fund. Now I have a question for you.”

	“Oh? What?”

	“Sounds like you think he’s dead. Why?”

	Marvin hesitated a moment before he spoke.

	“Well, he was so into that beam thing. Maybe this was a total setup, using the next appearance of that beam, which was last night—his disappearing as a way to convince people the beam was real, and getting someone to end his life with a morphine overdose. Did he ever tell you about it—that beam?”

	“Yes, he’s mentioned it to me several times, but I never believed it. I could see him tricking people, though. He always was a bit of a scamp that way.”

	“It’s real,” Marvin answered, but suddenly realized that he had to explain this, so he added quickly, “I mean, that is, Dad said he saw it once, years ago.”

	“I won’t argue the point with you. Either way, morphine overdose or some weird beam, we need proof that he’s dead for you to inherit. Otherwise, you have to wait seven years for him to be declared dead.”

	“But I—,” began Marvin, knowing that he had to shut down the alliance within a year of Harvey’s death, whether he could prove it to Roscoe or not. After all, the alliance members knew.

	“Huh?”

	“Uh, nothing.”

	“If the beam got him, do you think anyone there videoed the event?”

	“It’s possible—one of the Stardust Alliance members—but I don’t think they’d volunteer such evidence.”

	“Why not?”

	Marvin realized he needed to be careful, remembering his grandfather’s instructions.

	“Because it’s to their benefit that he be listed as missing, not dead. I don’t immediately inherit that way, as you just said. You see, I told them I’ll be shutting down the alliance and changing the lock on the fence around that spot when Grandpa dies. They don’t want that, but I don’t care. It’s what Grandpa wanted. Plus, if a video exists, it’d prove what really happens during that beaming—disintegration. That’s what Grandpa told me. Justification for shutting off that spot.”

	“And if it doesn’t exist?”

	Marvin was ready with the answer. “Then someone took him away or killed him.”

	Another moment passed in silence.

	“We need to see if there’s a video,” Roscoe told Marvin. “That way we’ll know whether to file a missing persons report and start a search for him, or accuse the members as accessories to murder. I’ll get subpoenas for them all. They’ll be sworn in before a judge and have to tell the truth. If any video can prove that some beam killed your grandfather, the judge will declare Harvey dead, and you can proceed as he wished. Otherwise, we try to find him, and you’ll have to wait to carry out his wishes, possibly until he can be declared dead.”

	“Thanks, Roscoe. Let me know when you have things arranged.”

	“Sure, and in the meantime, let’s hope we’ll find Harvey alive somewhere.”

	“Sure. But I keep thinking that if he’s dead, at least he’s no longer in pain.”

	“Yeah, there’s that. I’ll call you later. Bye.”

	Marvin set down the cell phone on the nightstand by his bed and got up, dressing quickly. He grabbed the phone and headed to the kitchen. Hearing his parents talking, he stopped and listened.

	“So, you think your father died last night?”

	“I’m sure of it. It was that beam all over again. This time for Pop. He wanted it that way. But we have no proof except that he’s not here.”

	“Do you think Marvin knows about this?”

	“I know he does. He thinks I don’t know, but I saw him come back from the library and pick up Pop after we went to bed. You’d taken that sleeping pill, remember? I think Pop wanted Marvin to be with him. They were close.”

	“I hope he’ll be alright after seeing—well, whatever happened,” said Marvin’s mother after some reflection.

	“He’ll recover,” said Marvin’s father. “I did.”

	“But you had me to help with that.”

	“And he has us. We’ll make sure he knows that we’re here for him.”

	Marvin entered the kitchen. “Hi, Mom, Pop. I need to go out after breakfast and take care of something.”

	“Son,” said Marvin’s father, “he’s in no pain now.”

	Marvin almost laughed but instead just nodded. Then he went to a cupboard and got the box of his favorite cereal, poured some in a bowl, added milk, and sat at the table to eat.

	“Have some bacon,” insisted Marvin’s mother.

	“In a hurry,” said Marvin, finishing the cereal.

	He gulped the glass of orange juice his mother had poured and handed to him. Then he stood, smiled at them, and left.

	Marvin knew he had to act fast, faster than the time—possibly weeks—it would take Roscoe to subpoena everyone and obtain that court order declaring his grandfather to be dead. Marvin had to motivate the police somehow to find a video recording of the beaming sooner—today, if possible. But he also had to be careful not to incriminate himself with the disappearance or death of his grandfather. After all, he was “not” at the beaming per his grandfather’s wishes, and if the alliance members said he was, Harvey had told him just to deny it vehemently.

	He arrived at the police station and parked.

	“The chief’s out,” said the sergeant on duty at the front desk. “The detective’s in, though. Wanna see him?”

	“Sure,” said Marvin.

	“Let me ring first and tell him you’re here,” said the sergeant. He dialed his phone, spoke a moment, and then hung up. “Down the hall, second door on the right.”

	“Thanks.” Marvin headed down the hall, knocked on the door, and went in. “Hi, I want to file a missing persons report, and I think the Stardust Alliance is involved in that somehow. Bunch of dangerous kooks.”

	The detective nodded and listened patiently as Marvin sat and explained the situation, the mysterious friend, his missing grandfather and the morphine bottles, what he suspected happened at Gazer’s Hill, why he thought his grandfather was very likely dead, and how one of the alliance members might have a video of what really happened, including who this friend was.

	“They’re so convinced this beam thing is real,” he concluded, “that they’ve done something to Grandpa as proof—hidden him somewhere or something worse.”

	Knowing the truth, Marvin thought, “Any video will show him disintegrating. He’ll be declared dead, and I can stop all this.”

	The detective listened, considered Marvin’s story, and then asked out of curiosity, “Why aren’t your parents here with you?”

	“They’re upset over all this. They sent me. They know Grandpa and I were really close.”

	The detective again sat in thought and then said, “Alright, son. I think there’s enough cause to bring these members in for some questioning, but not enough for any search warrants. We can check their cell phones for any video evidence but only if they consent. But that’s about all we can do at this point.” He made a quick phone call. “Can you wait in the visitor area awhile? An hour or so?”

	“Sure,” said Marvin.

	He left the detective’s office and went to the visitor area, getting a cup of coffee from the machine. He took a sip, grimaced, and sat at one of the tables in the room. He tried to be patient, but everything kept running through his mind. If this worked, he could shut down the alliance that very day.

	It wasn’t the first time Marvin had miscalculated.

	In high school, Marvin had put a decimal point in the wrong place and showed the volume of the Earth at ten times what it was. In an astrophysics course at the university, he had doubled an amount instead of tripling it. He finished the coffee and then took out his cell phone, looking at news stories. He was in the middle of reading a story about a bank robbery when the detective came into the visitor room.

	“Marvin,” he said, sitting at the table, “looks like you’re right. The beam’s a scam. Several patrolmen brought in members of the Stardust Alliance. They had collected the cell phones with their owners’ consent and secured them so nothing could be deleted. I interviewed the members and then examined the phones. Your grandfather doesn’t appear on any of the videos. He’s off somewhere, probably with that friend. You have no idea who that was?”

	Marvin gaped a moment and thought, “Damn! They’ve outfoxed me!”

	Then he said, “None. Why?”

	“Only one phone showed Harvey. He’s giving a speech. One of the members wheels him away. The members assumed he left with this mysterious friend who’s not on any of the videos. Nor is any beam. Or anyone getting zapped—not Harvey, not anyone else in this stardust thing.”

	“Alliance,” said Marvin, frustrated at his plan being foiled.

	“Right, alliance.”

	The detective showed him the video.

	“No, no way, that’s not what happened! It’s been altered somehow. There was a beam.”

	The detective sat back, his eyes narrowing in suspicion, and then asked, “You said you weren’t there. And I thought you didn’t believe in this beam thing.”

	Marvin blinked blindly at the detective. He sat quietly a moment. “This is getting out of hand,” he thought. He then remembered his promise to his grandfather not to let anyone know of his own involvement. He exhaled a deep sigh and looked at the floor.

	“No, no, I wasn’t there. All those stories Grandpa told me. I just thought, well, maybe they were true. To think of someone taking him away, filling him with morphine…” Marvin’s voice trailed off.

	The detective sighed. “Okay, son. I can get a technician to check the video, see if it’s been doctored somehow. Could take a few days. And we’ll pursue the missing persons report. Not a lot to go on. No one in that group recognized the person or the vehicle. No plate number.” He saw the look on Marvin’s face—the look of someone hiding something. “They said you’re pretty anxious to get your hands on his property, including Gazer’s Hill.”

	“Yeah, so I can change the lock on the fence. I also want to officially disband the Stardust Alliance. That’s what my Grandpa wanted.”

	“‘Wanted’?”

	“Or wants.”

	“Seems like a pretty harmless group. Bunch of stargazers, that’s all.”

	“My great-great-grandfather started it as a lark. He knew any such beam wasn’t a way to travel to the stars. My grandpa knew it, too. He chose it as a way to cover him deciding to end his suffering.”

	“Well, if he did end his suffering, doesn’t look like he ended with some beam, according to that video.”

	Marvin sat back, exasperation clear on his face, having been outsmarted by the alliance.

	“Like I said,” repeated the detective, “we’ll pursue the missing persons report. We’ll keep you informed.”

	Marvin nodded, knowing that for now he couldn’t do anything more without putting himself on the spot. After all, in a way, he was an accessory, along with the other alliance members, in Harvey’s death.

	The detective sighed and stood. “Look, go home and get some rest. If anything comes up, I’ll call. And if you hear from your granddad, call me.” He handed Marvin his card and left the room.

	Marvin sat fuming a minute at his plan failing and then stood, crumpling up the empty paper coffee cup and flinging it against the wall. Then he stomped out, getting to his parents’ SUV just as a couple of group members, an elderly man and woman, came out of the police station.

	“Marvin!” called out the elderly man. “Got a minute?”

	Marvin turned to him and glared. Then he walked over and demanded, nostrils flaring, “How’d you do that video?”

	“Let’s go to our car. We’ll explain everything,” said the man.

	The threesome walked to the car—a limousine, really—and got in the back. Marvin sat facing them.

	“We had to work fast,” said the man. “You were about to blow everything wide open. We told the other members to delete their videos of the event. Didn’t want them arrested for being involved in what the police would call a murder.”

	“Only our phone had a video of Harvey. It was from last month,” said the woman. “Remember when he met with some people from the alliance? We picked him up that night.”

	“I was at the library studying,” said Marvin, reddening a little since he had really been at a fraternity party.

	“Ah, well, anyway, it was a rehearsal,” said the woman. “That’s what we showed the detective. And Harvey told us about his plan to keep you out of trouble. He cared very much about you, but he also wanted you to know
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