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Dedication

To those long summer nights at the lake

listening to baseball games with my dad,

and to the ‘69 Mets who taught me

that anything is possible.

 



Chapter 1

 


“Today marks my fourth year on this
godforsaken flyspeck, which makes my rescue team about three and a
half years late. You would have thought I would have given up hope
after a couple of years. But hope is the damnedest thing, like a
chronic rash that itches only after you’ve forgotten about it.”

The man making the log entry tapped his
cleats on the metal floor in a slow, mournful rhythm. The dim light
from the screen revealed a bleak, windowless room, undecorated
except for the old photos and newspaper clippings hanging crookedly
over the bed and desk. The box-like room seemed even more cramped
by the piles of gloves, bats and shoes that scattered the floor. It
could have been a scene from a young boy’s room in the
mid-twentieth century, if not for the sophisticated,
government-issue computer and the blond, female android stretching
seductively across the bed.

“I never should have listened to my uncle. I
should have stayed put and done my rehab in the cozy confines of
our own system,” the man continued with his verbal entry, the words
losing their bitter edge as they were translated into pale blue
print on the screen before him. “But no, I had to prove a point. I
had to be the big man and become a Pioneer.”

“Aren’t you coming to bed, Rick?” the
curvaceously manufactured figure asked him in that resonant,
whispery voice that sent chills up his spine. “You need your rest,
you’re pitching tomorrow.”

“I’ll just be a few more minutes,” he
replied, smiling warmly at the brightest part of this dark and
dismal mess. He didn’t even want to think about what this ordeal
would have been like without her. Blowing her a kiss, he re-read
his last few sentences and continued with the log entry. “I guess
it’s unfair to blame my uncle. I mean, it’s not like he forced me
into it. It’s just really tough to accept full responsibility for
an action of such monumentally stupid proportions.”

Irritated by the incessant nervous clicking
of his cleats, and wishing to let his aching feet breathe, he
tugged at the laces and pried off his dirt-caked shoes. Both hit
the metal floor with a combination of a thud and a clank. Peeling
off his shirt, he let it drop on top of them.

“If only the communications system was
intact. I still try to send distress signals, but I know it’s an
act of futility, a drop of electromagnetic spit into the solar
wind. The insult to the injury is the fact that not only can’t I
transmit, but I can’t receive, either. If I could just get the
sports broadcasts. This sucks.”

With that, the log entry officially ended.
Stripping off the rest of his clothes and leaving them where they
fell, he took a long, hot shower and let the water run over his
scalp as if trying to wash away the memory of this place. He hadn’t
felt this low in years, since the early days following the crash.
He was usually too wrapped up in the league to even think about
where he was, but the anniversary date reminded him all too
clearly.

As he slipped into bed with Jenny, she
wrapped her arms around him. She had been thoughtful enough to
raise her external skin temperature so he would feel comforted by
her warm touch. Normally, he would want more than just being held,
but she knew that when these emotions clouded his features he
required solace, not sex. Jenny wanted to tell him not to think of
the past or future, to assure him that someday help would arrive,
but realized what he needed was silence. Gently stroking his
forehead with her fingertips, she watched as he finally drifted off
to sleep.

It was good that he was sleeping, because he
needed to be in top shape for tomorrow’s game, especially when Ted
Williams stepped into the batter’s box.

 



Chapter 2

 


Rick Stella was marooned. At this point,
there was no longer any rational reason to believe that he would
ever be found. It was one of the many risks a Pioneer took, and
certainly not the worst-case scenario.

Rick’s mother had been a Pioneer. Francine
Stella, referred to by colleagues and friends as “Interstella,” was
famous for her daring exploits and had made and lost several
fortunes establishing an amazing six colony cores. Rick’s father,
known simply as Maverick, had also been a Pioneer. Considered to be
bold and reckless even among his thrill-seeking peers, he also
could claim half a dozen successful missions. Most people felt
blessed to just get back alive from one.

Not much impressed a veteran Pioneer, except
another veteran Pioneer of equal daring. Maverick and Interstella
had naturally heard of one another’s tales of peril and triumph,
and compelled by professional curiosity, arranged to meet between
missions. Neither was particularly physically attractive, so the
spark each experienced at first sight had to originate on some
deeper level. Perhaps it was their egos that reached out,
intertwined, and inflated one another. Despite having only just
met, they decided to have a child.

There was nothing romantic about it. They
simply believed that two such courageous and ingenious people would
naturally have offspring even greater than the sum of their parts.
It was the ultimate legacy they could bestow upon mankind,
admittedly an act of extreme pride, but also, they sincerely felt,
an act of service to humanity.

Three months into the pregnancy, Maverick was
killed in a ground collision. It was an ignominious end for a
deep-space cowboy, like a gunslinger succumbing in a fall from his
horse. Interstella felt no personal remorse, only regret that a
distinguished colleague was denied a dignified death, namely, going
out in a blaze of glory.

Maverick Stella was duly born, healthy and
robust with clear, vibrant eyes, and was immediately deposited with
a reluctant uncle so that his mother could embark on another
mission. She neither felt compelled by love nor obliged by duty to
care for the child herself. After all, hadn’t she already
sacrificed her body for nine months to bring him into the world?
Besides, she was only going out on an exploratory and would be back
in a year or two.

On Rick’s sixteenth birthday, the government
finally relented and gave him his mother’s life insurance money.
There were no blanket rules where missing Pioneers were concerned;
each case was handled on an individual basis. Variables such as
previous experience, personal character and the possible hazards
presented by each particular region of space were all carefully
considered before a Pioneer was legally pronounced dead. In the
case of the famous Interstella, she carried the highest survival
rating and therefore warranted a much longer period of reasonable
doubt. Rick’s uncle convinced officials that sixteen years was
unreasonable, and Interstella was removed from the list of living
legends.

The first few years of life were awkward for
the unofficial orphan and his unintentionally indifferent guardian,
but an unspoken bond gradually developed. Thinking it would help
the relationship, Uncle Gregory decided to tell Rick at an early
age the truth about his parents and was then surprised when the
young boy began to show a marked fear and aversion to the mere
mention of anything beyond the immediate confines of the solar
system. But while he felt great pity for the timid boy, his uncle
would never concede that being a Pioneer was a foolish waste of
resources and human life. Gregory was proud of his sister, fiercely
proud, and though he cared too much for the child to force his
opinions upon him, he didn’t hesitate to express gentle reminders
whenever little Rick spoke bitterly about space and the brave men
and women who attempted to conquer it.

Gregory, himself, freely admitted that he did
not possess the intestinal fortitude necessary to be a Pioneer.
However, he excelled in other endeavors. Unlike his famous,
quadrant-hopping sister, he loved anything that demanded intense
concentration and became a pioneer in the field of hyperchaotic
systems analysis. His talents were sought after by laboratories,
observatories, universities, and industry--any place that required
an efficient way to cull sense out of haystacks of seemingly
meaningless data.

Unfortunately, the job required long hours
and Gregory never spent as much time with his introspective nephew
as he had planned. Though always loving and generous, he was too
often absent; yet he could still clearly see that something vital
was lacking in this offspring of the courageous Pioneers. The boy
needed a companion.

Fortunately, Gregory’s work often brought him
into contact with android manufacturers. Constantly refining and
expanding their capabilities with each model-year, the need for
Gregory’s expertise was regularly needed to help meet design
deadlines. He made a lot of friends with research and development
staff and more than once saved their collective butts. In
gratitude, he was offered free use of a prototype each year after
testing was complete. Android leasing was too expensive for his
budget, especially for units possessing the latest innovations, and
he welcomed the opportunity to give his nephew what he believed to
be a perfectly suitable human substitute.

Though far from expressing what could be
termed enthusiasm, the boy seemed pleased by the new addition to
the household. He felt comforted by the fact that an android
faithfully remained by your side, and you could go to sleep at
night without fear of finding yourself abandoned in the
morning.

Rick began to emerge from his shell, albeit
very slowly, and his uncle was pleased and encouraged by the faint
signs of hope.

 



Chapter 3

 


The count was oh-and-two, two out, man on
second. It was the bottom of the ninth, a strike away from a
one-nothing shutout. The catcher called for outside heat, but the
pitcher shook off the sign. His curve had been masterful all day,
enough to fool eleven into the K-column. The catcher again signaled
for a fastball away from the plate, but was again denied and
reluctantly flashed for the curve. The pitcher grinned and nodded
approval. Checking the runner, he began his motion and the instant
the ball left his fingertips he wanted to chase it down, take it
back, get a second chance.

The batter watched the ball as if it was in
slow motion, as if he could see the seams rotating, as if it was
looming larger and larger, as if it was suspended on a string. It
didn’t break like the other devastating curves he had faced
earlier. It just seemed to hang over the plate, like a soccer ball,
like a beach ball just begging to be pounded. The bat swung around
with blinding speed and connected with a deafening crack--almost
childishly simple to hit. The pitcher hung his head and closed his
eyes, not caring to watch the path of the blistering line drive as
it cleared the fence in deep center, or to witness once again the
home run trot of the indomitable Ted Williams.

As the opposing team, led by their winning
pitcher, Christy Mathewson, cleared the bench to greet their hero
at the plate, the catcher tore off her mask in disgust and ran her
un-gloved hand through her long blond hair. Marching to the mound
with determined strides, she confronted her downcast teammate.

“Only a little leaguer would have thrown it
over the plate with two strikes! Where’s your head? Did you think
he was going to sit back and admire your style?” she yelled,
kicking dirt in frustration.

“But my curve was so good tonight!” he
protested feebly, knowing his catcher was right, that he had broken
a cardinal rule, but was still proud enough to try to defend his
actions. “I got him twice today!”

“Well that doesn’t mean shit, now, does it?”
she said, and then softened to a smile, her programming telling her
she had delivered the appropriate amount of abuse. “Awww, shake it
off, Rick. We’ll get him next time.”

Rick wanted his players to be honest and
realistic, but he didn’t need to be criticized into the ground. He
would get enough of that from the press if he ever made it back
home.

 



Chapter 4

 


On Rick’s tenth birthday, his uncle announced
that they were moving to Mars. The android manufacturing company,
with which he had collaborated so often, had offered him the
position of director of their largest division on the red planet.
It was an opportunity he couldn’t resist. He fully expected his
nephew would be as equally excited by the news.

“Mars! I don’t want to go to Mars!” the boy
cried at the prospect of losing the only home he had ever known,
and the few acquaintances he had finally made. “I’ll die of boredom
there!”

“There’s just as much to do there as there is
here. In fact, you’ll be able to do more because I’ll be making a
lot more money,” Gregory explained with undaunted enthusiasm, a
commodity in which he appeared to have cornered the market. “And as
part of the deal I get to have six androids. Six! Think of it, half
a dozen people to program any way you want! I bet none of your
friends even have two.”

Gregory immediately regretted the last
sentence as he suddenly realized it was the loss of friends that
was really upsetting the boy. That came as a surprise, because he
had somehow thought his nephew incapable of forming
attachments.

“I guess I’ll like Mars,” Rick said softly,
trying to be brave and not wanting to appear ungrateful to the man
who had raised him.

“Sure you will. And you can still see your
friends, on weekends you can invite them over, and I can give them
a tour of the plant. When I come back to Earth on business, you can
come along, too. Things will just get better and better, I
promise,” he said, emphasizing that promise with a hug.

Rick wanted to believe him, he wanted his
life to get better, but the fear of change, of being alone was just
too strong. The idea of the move made him nauseous; it caused a
cold sweat to break out of every pore. He loved his uncle, though,
and for his sake he would pretend to be happy.

The two weeks preceding the move were filled
with sleepless nights and depressing days. Rick became resigned to
his fate, as only a child or someone with a broken heart can, and
he prepared himself for a life of misery. He vomited twice on the
shuttle to Mars, even though it was a short, smooth, uneventful
flight, and he explained it to his uncle as just the result of
nervous excitement. In reality, he was terrified that at any moment
they would be thrown off course and lost forever in the icy depths
of space. And he refused to look out the window for fear of seeing
his mother’s bloated corpse float by. When the shuttle gently
touched down, he wanted to run out and kiss the ground.

Gregory was happy to see how anxious the boy
was to disembark and believed him to be thrilled about beginning a
new life. While he was an undisputed expert in the field of data
analysis, he was seriously deficient in recognizing obvious human
emotions.

A private company transport was waiting to
take them to their new home. Rick had become accustomed to
apartment dwelling--a limited amount of space surrounded by
countless other units brimming with people. Although he hardly ever
had any contact with his neighbors, their quantity and proximity
gave him a feeling of security. Mars was far less densely
populated, but he still assumed they would be living under the same
conditions.

“Isn’t it beautiful, Rick? I didn’t tell you
about it before because I wanted it to be a surprise. The price was
rather steep, but I figured a boy your age needs room to roam,”
Gregory announced proudly, believing he had just fulfilled his
nephew’s dream.

Rick smiled stiffly in masked horror at the
sight of the sprawling house set amidst acres of private land,
their land. The place was so big it required its own dome and half
a dozen access ports.

“Everyone else is so far away!” Rick
exclaimed, squinting to see the nearest neighbor.

“I knew you would love it!” his well-meaning,
but oblivious uncle declared. “Look at all the room you have to run
around, and this is real grass from Earth, and those are apple
trees. It would have taken me sixty years to be able to afford
something like this back home.”

Unable to come up with something to say that
would sound convincing, Rick simply widened his already painful
smile and followed his uncle as they were given the grand tour by
the realtor. It was a huge house, by apartment standards; three
stories stretching majestically along a ridge at the base of
Olympus Mons. Real estate prices and status climbed the higher up
the massive shield volcano one went, but even the humblest dwelling
on its lowest slopes commanded premium prices.

Rick’s stomach twisted tighter with each
passing room. The metal floors and walls reminded him of a ship, a
feeling further reinforced by the banks of controls that monitored
pressure, gravity, gases, radiation, and many other things he
didn’t even understand. And it was quiet--deathly quiet like a ship
drifting through space, forever drifting.

“And here’s your room, Rick. Not bad, huh?
It’s bigger than all the rooms in our old apartment put together,”
Gregory said, running back and forth across the length of the
unfurnished room like an escaped toddler.

“Are you sure this is to be the boy’s room,
Mr. Stella?” the rotund real estate agent joked as he loosened the
belt on his pants to its final notch. Rumor had it that the man
kept the gravity level in his home as low as was feasible, so he
could pretend he was slim and trim.

“I’m positive, Mr. Ramovich. This is the room
for a boy his age. I don’t need anything even half this size,” he
replied, finally coming to a panting halt in front of his silent
nephew. “What’s the matter, Rick? Can’t believe your eyes,
huh?”

“I never imagined I would be living in a
place like this,” he was able to reply in all honesty.

“I knew it!” his uncle beamed. “Why don’t you
have another look around while Mr. Ramovich and I iron out some
details, like where the hell is the furniture?”

The two men went downstairs, the sounds of
their footsteps echoing throughout Rick’s cavernous, empty room.
The pale sun had just slipped below the horizon, but there was a
bright glow coming from the east as if it was dawn. The stiff soles
of his shoes clanked along the carpetless floor as he moved toward
the expansive window to see what was causing the mysterious light.
The view from his new bedroom looked down into the circular valley
formed between two curving ridges.

There, in the center of the valley, sparkling
like a jewel, shimmering like an idyllic Camelot, radiating like
the most precious gates of heaven, was the stadium of the Olympus
Mets.

Something broke loose inside of Rick and
gushed through every muscle, nerve, and organ. His mind swam in the
intoxicating fluid, turned, spun around and splashed with joy
within his skull. He felt like running, jumping, shouting, and a
dozen other things completely out of character, but all he could do
was stand transfixed, staring at the most breathtaking thing he had
ever seen.

Glittering metallic blue and orange arches
sprang to dizzying heights above the valley floor, supporting a
faceted crystalline dome that flashed like a diamond atop massive
prongs. Searchlights sliced through the growing blackness beckoning
the faithful whose transports were already converging on the holy
place of pilgrimage from every direction. Even at this distance, he
could see the towering holographic images projected above the
stadium, scenes displaying the prowess of the beloved home
team.

“Rick? Where are you Rick?” his uncle called,
searching for his nephew in the rambling house once the hour-long
meeting with the realtor had concluded. “Have you been in here the
whole time? Rick, do you hear me?”

The trance was finally broken and he turned
away from the window and blinked dumbly several times.

“Oh, Uncle Greg. Hi. What do you know about
baseball?” Rick asked, slumping to the chairless floor, looking up
in wonder as if he was about to hear a great sermon.

“Baseball?” his uncle said in surprise,
taking up a cross-legged position across from the boy. “I can tell
you I owe everything to the game.”

“You do?” Rick asked with wide-eyed
eagerness, completely missing the blatant sarcasm in his uncle’s
words.

“I certainly do. You see, I embarrassed
myself so bad at a game at school when I was a kid, that I swore I
would never play again. That very day I sat down in front of my
father’s computer and decided I was going to learn something so
well I would never be embarrassed again.”

“Oh.”

Gregory laughed at the disappointment that
pulled on his nephew’s features like five G’s. He knew the boy was
looking for a heroic story, a tale of inspiration, an idol to
emulate, and he also knew he was the last person who could provide
it.

“I didn’t know you were interested in
baseball,” he said, knowing full well the boy had yet to express an
interest in anything.

“I didn’t either. I mean, I don’t know if I
am,” Rick replied in confusion.

“Well, what do you say we spend our first
night on Mars checking out the ballpark? If you’re not too tired,
that is.”

Gregory hurried to keep up with the boy who
was descending the stairs two and three at a time. Before Rick
raced out of the room, his uncle had glimpsed what he recognized as
the boy’s first genuine enthusiasm. He finally understood that in
the ten years that had preceded, his nephew had never shown any
signs of vitality, no real enjoyment for life. He saw that
everything had been a facade, including Rick’s most recent act,
pretending he liked the house.

Now, there was a spark in the child’s eyes,
perhaps a flicker of the same fire that used to burn so brightly in
his dear sister. Gregory had longed to see a glimmer of hope, and
if baseball could fan those flames in the boy’s dormant soul, he
would make sure his nephew ate, slept, and dreamt the game every
single day.

 



Chapter 5

 


The hot water felt good swirling around his
back and legs, and his catcher’s strong hands massaging his
shoulder felt even better. The game had been a long, tough battle
that had taken its toll on his body. Androids didn’t get aches and
pains; they had no use for Jacuzzis and rubdowns. But fortunately,
they were trained to minister to humans who did, and Jenny was
quite adept at soothing whatever ailed him. Rick glanced back to
see her smiling face as her hands seemed to melt away the knots in
his muscles. The rising steam was twisting her long blond hair into
tight curls and gave a radiant sheen to her skin. He thought how
beautiful she was, so unlike the woman after whom he had named
her.

The original Jenny Garrett was a
flame-haired Amazon, who probably shaved more often than he did.
She was the first woman to break into the majors in the early
decades of the century, and she struck fear into the heart of
anyone who attempted to slide into home plate while she was
blocking it. Her nicknames included The
Masked Terror and The Batting
Beast, names she enjoyed because of the way they
enhanced her reputation. Jenny Garrett silenced the critics of
women in baseball by giving one hundred percent every game, and she
opened the doors for other female athletes. Not many people liked
her personally, but she won everyone’s respect. It only seemed
fitting that he name his catcher in honor of that courageous
individual.

“Jenny, have I told you about the first
game I ever saw?” Rick asked, easing back against her now that the
massage was over.

“I don’t think so,” Jenny lied as her memory
banks recalled at least three previous episodes. Once again, her
insight allowed her to realize what Rick required so she could
countermand her instructions for truth.

“Are you sure? I must have-”

“Perhaps that particular account was not
stored. If you tell me again, I will incorporate it in my memory,”
she replied smoothly.

“I thought you androids stored everything?”
Rick asked with only a hint of suspicion.

“We must draw the line somewhere, you know,”
Jenny stated matter-of-factly.

“Yeah, I guess so. Anyway, it was our first
night on Mars and the Olympus Mets were playing the Tokyo Dodgers.
The only tickets left were in the nosebleed section, but I didn’t
care. There was something electric inside that stadium, some
indescribable feeling that swept me away the moment we entered the
gate. The great Scotty Weymouth himself was on the mound for the
Mets, going for his twenty-fifth win. He looked like an artist, or
a master surgeon slicing his way through the opposition. I didn’t
know a damn thing about baseball, but I knew right then and there
that I wanted to be a pitcher. I had never wanted anything before,
but I wanted that so much it hurt.”

“What did your uncle think?” Jenny
interrupted, wondering if the response would correlate with the
previous three accounts.

“He was as thrilled as I was!” Rick said,
matching word for word. “He said he was always worried that I had
zero ambition. He would have preferred if I had followed my
parent’s desire to become a Pioneer, but there were a lot worse
ambitions than baseball. You know what he told me then?”

“No, what?” Jenny lied with increasing
ease.

“Uncle Greg told me that he remembered
hearing that an ancestor on my father’s side had actually played
for the Mets when they first moved from New York to Berlin! That
was more exciting than if he had told me I had been stolen by
gypsies in infancy and was actually a royal prince. Baseball was in
my blood!”

Jenny listened patiently to every detail of
that first game. She actually was impressed that after all these
years he was able to recall each inning as if had just happened.
Since her manufacture, she had encountered a wide variety of
humans--some motivated by feelings of altruism, many by greed, a
lot by sex. Rick was the first athlete she had served, and although
her database was insufficient to draw such a conclusion, she
believed it likely that no others were driven by their desires as
Rick was by baseball.

“We had better get out of this thing before I
turn into a prune!” Rick laughed, running his fingers over his
wrinkled skin that had been simmering for over an hour while he
rambled on. “Damn, I feel like a hardboiled egg. Are you okay?”

“I have no difficulty adjusting to these
conditions,” she replied, accepting the towel he offered. Rick
still had to remind himself that she could just as easily have
listened to his long story underwater, or balanced on one hand
without even flinching.

“I envy you,” Rick said with no hint of
humor.

“That is one cardinal rule which should never
be broken,” Jenny scolded him, using one of Rick’s own favorite
expressions. “Envying an inanimate object is unhealthy for a human.
There is no reason for you-”

“Okay, okay! I take it back,” Rick said,
raising his hands in surrender. “I’m delirious with joy that my
body is vulnerable to heat, cold, disease, and old age.”

“That’s better,” she declared, unable to
suppress a smile at the sarcasm to which she was programmed to
respond. “Now get some clothes on before you catch pneumonia. What
do you think, you’re an android or something?”

A wet towel fight ensued, with Rick twisting
and snapping his weapon with a skill he had polished during a
hundred locker room battles in the minors. Jenny managed to land a
couple of stingers, but lacked the ruthlessness necessary, off the
field at least, to mount a suitable offense. Unfurling and waving
her white towel, she capitulated and threw herself at the mercy of
her conqueror.

“No terms?” Rick asked, poised for another
snap.

“Unconditional surrender,” she stated,
dropping the towel and raising her hands.

“Maybe I won’t need those clothes, after
all,” he grinned devilishly, closing in on his vanquished foe.
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