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  ! ANOTHER REALLY IMPORTANT WARNING FROM THE AUTHOR !


  Because you, the reader, are so clever and wise, you will have already realized that this is the third part of a Tune Travel Trilogy, so I shouldn’t have to tell you, but / will anyway, that there are certain parts of this particular third in the trilogy book that make reference to certain things that happened in the first and second books. Not everything that happened, though, because then this book would be three times as fat as it is. Which it isn’t. Because it’s only the third book, not the third book plus the first and second books.


  Therefore, if you want to know what happened in those first two books, you can buy the first two books and read them first and second before you read the third book, thus building an incredible amount of tension and anticipation.


  Or you can be really really careful what you read in this book so you won’t spoil the incredible excitement, drama, and human tragedies of the first and second books when you get around to reading them.


  It’s your choice.


  You have free will.


  Do with it what you will.


  Just be gentle.


  —Lionel Fenn


  Table of Contents


  


  PART I


  CHAPTER 1


  CHAPTER 2


  CHAPTER 3


  CHAPTER 4


  PART II


  CHAPTER 1


  CHAPTER 2


  CHAPTER 3


  CHAPTER 4


  CHAPTER 5


  CHAPTER 6


  PART III


  CHAPTER 1


  CHAPTER 2


  CHAPTER 3


  CHAPTER 4


  CHAPTER 5


  CHAPTER 6


  PART IV


  CHAPTER 1


  CHAPTER 2


  CHAPTER 3


  CHAPTER 4


  CHAPTER 5


  CHAPTER 6


  CHAPTER 7


  CHAPTER 8


  CHAPTER 9


  CHAPTER 10


  CHAPTER 11


  CHAPTER 12


  PART V


  CHAPTER 1


  CHAPTER 2


  CHAPTER 3


  CHAPTER 4


  CHAPTER 5


  CHAPTER 6


  PART VI


  CHAPTER 1


  CHAPTER 2


  CHAPTER 3


  CHAPTER 4


  CHAPTER 5


  CHAPTER 6


  CHAPTER 7


  CHAPTER 8


  PART VII


  CHAPTER 1


  CHAPTER 2


  CHAPTER 3


  CHAPTER 4


  CHAPTER 5


  CHAPTER 6


  PART VIII


  CHAPTER 1


  CHAPTER 2


  CHAPTER 3


  PART I


  The Stuff before the Real Part I


  CHAPTER 1


  Ship’s Log, the CISS Angus, Captain Dirk R. Winslow, Commander. All remarks to follow are coded NEED TO KNOW, Headquarters Only, immediate transmission, scrambled. TravelDate … uh … Doc, what’s the date?


  Today?


  Yes.


  54.217.37951.3


  What’s that, March?


  Think so.


  Then why don’t they say so?


  Well, it doesn’t sound very official, does it? I mean, you say, it’s the seventeenth of March, whatever year, 2512, something like that, it doesn’t really sing, does it? It doesn’t have that sort of Deep Space resonance the folks back home expect, if you see what I mean.


  It’s stupid, is what it is.


  Whatever you say. You’re the Captain.


  Yes, I am. And if I want to say March, then I’ll damn well say March.


  April.


  What?


  I just looked it up. It’s April.


  Looked it up? Where?


  On the calendar.


  Where’s that?


  On your wall over there.


  Oh, is that what that thing is? Damn, all this time I thought it was my Wednesday night bingo card. The padre will get a good laugh out of that one, I’ll bet. You know, now that I think about it, I think that guy’s jiggering the chips. I haven’t won a goddamn dime in—


  Captain, the Log.


  Right, sorry. I am. Under a great deal. Of pressure. Today. It seems we may have. An intruder.


  Intruder? My god, Dirk, are you serious? You can’t be. How can we have an intruder when we’re millions of miles from the nearest place where we were the last time?


  I don’t know, Doc. It’s very mysterious. In fact, as soon as I finish this report. I’m going down to Cargo Hold #7 to investigate.


  But my god, Dirk, you can’t do that! You’re the Captain! You could be hurt! You could be seriously injured! My god, Dirk, you could die!


  Okay, you go.


  No thanks.


  So who do we send? We can’t ignore it. The fate of the entire freedom-loving Conglomeration of Independent Feisty Space States is at stake here, even if I did jazz up the name a little because the real one is so damn boring, I’d love to get the guy that thought that one up. No sense of romance, you know what I mean? Our mission, which we had to accept whether we wanted to or not, is critical to the completion of the treaty between Us and Them. We make one false move, and the whole damn Universe goes up in smoke.


  Dirk.


  What?


  Send Kenny. He never gets to go anywhere, his uniform is clean, and he’s a pretty good shot when he isn’t on the sauce. Smart, too. Sneaky. Let him sneak around a little and see what he can learn. He can report directly to you, there’ll be no panic among the crew, and you can make the decision whether or not we’re in trouble. Besides, he’s the Security Officer. It’ll give him something to do.


  Doc.


  What?


  We have an intruder. Someone has snuck aboard the Angus without my permission. I think, all in all, that means we’re already in trouble.


  Then you’d better not waste any more time, Captain. Call a Yellow Alert, tell Ms. Maynard to secure the Bridge, alert Sick Bay, and let’s get moving!


  Consider it done, Doc!


  One more thing, Captain, before you go out there and face the troops.


  What’s that?


  Your girdle’s loose.


  CHAPTER 2


  Lloyd, what’s that noise?


  Not sure, Hauta, but I think it’s some kind of Alert alarm. Yellow, I believe.


  Darn. Just when we were going off-shift.


  Ain’t it the truth. Happens every time.


  Lloyd, you maybe think it’s a drill? One of those things Major Steele dreams up to keep us on our toes?


  I don’t know. Probably. I can’t think why we’d have a real alert. After all, nothing’s happened out here in so long, I think my feet have fallen asleep.


  Maybe it has something to do with that thingie in Cargo Hold #7.


  What?


  That thingie. You know what I mean. The thingie.


  Hauta, if you’re ever going to get a promotion in this man’s Space Marines, you’ve got to learn to be more specific. Calling an unidentified, and maybe unauthorized, object a “thingie” ain’t gonna cut it.


  You’re right, Lloyd. I’m sorry.


  Don’t mention it. I’m just trying to help out a friend.


  And don’t think I don’t appreciate it, either. It isn’t easy, you know, someone who looks the way I do getting ahead in the Service. Especially out here. There’s just so much darn prejudice against humanoid races, you know what I mean?


  Not exactly, Hauta, but I can guess.


  I’m sure you can.


  Thanks.


  So what about the thingie?


  Damnit, Hauta, what did I just tell you?


  About the specific stuff?


  Exactly.


  Oh. Yes. Sorry. That alarm is driving me nuts.


  So what’s this about a thingie? And remember, be specific.


  Right, Sarge. Okay. Well, as near as I can tell from my studies in the CompLib during my free time—which I don’t have much of, by the way, although I don’t want you to think I’m complaining because I’m not—it’s probably something like a train.


  A what?


  Okay, so it’s exactly like a train.


  A what?


  A train.


  What do you mean, train?


  Well, as I understand these things and remembering that I’m not, strictly speaking, human, a train is—


  I know what a train is, Hauta. I scan books too. What I want to know is what you mean when you say you saw a train in Cargo Hold #7.


  Well, the best I can make out, the locomotive part definitely looks like a locomotive—sleek, with spiffy red and gold stripes along the sleek boiler, the requisite tall wheels neatly outlined in gaudy crimson, and a smokestack that, for the nonce, emits no smoke but is certainly built for the job, no question about it.


  Interesting. Go on, Hauta.


  Well, the attached, rather long private parlor car absolutely resembles a rather long parlor car of a strictly private nature, undoubtedly belonging to someone of considerable wealth and position considering the elegant, tasseled, red velvet shades now pulled down on all the windows.


  You’ve been drinking again, haven’t you.


  Wait, I’m not finished. The thing about the thingie that I’m perplexed about is the section directly behind the cab. There’s no identifiable coal or wood hopper from which the fireman or engineer might fling fossil fuels into the voracious maw of the engine’s fiery furnace. What I saw was a peculiar and featureless something that, rather than being securely affixed between the engine and the parlor car, sort of blends in with the former and kind of sticks to the latter.


  Hauta, I’m sorry but I’m going to have to shoot you. Being drunk on duty is a capital offense punishable by instant disintegration.


  Nuts. Just when this stupid trip was getting interesting.


  CHAPTER 3


  Captain Maynard, secure the Bridge immediately.


  Who said that?


  I did.


  Dirk? Is that you? Where the hell are you? These damn bells are driving me batty.


  Roberta, please stop playing games and secure the damn Bridge. You can turn off the alarm, too.


  Yessir, Captain!


  Make sure Lieutenant Yomatha scrambles all intravessel communications.


  Yessir!


  See to it that no one leaves the level he or she is currently on, cancel all leave, and make sure all sentries are armed and ready.


  Absolutely!


  And since Doc Preston is here with me, get hold of Padre Kenzie and see to it that he readies the main Sick Bay for possible casualties.


  Good lord, Dirk, what’s going on?


  It seems. We have. An intruder.


  Out here? Are you nuts?


  Roberta—


  It’s impossible. I’ve been staring at this damn viewscreen for nearly six hours, and the most dangerous thing I’ve seen was an asteroid about two zillion miles away. How the hell could we have an intruder?


  Bertie—


  Dirk … no offense, but have you been sniffing the bingo chips again?


  Captain Maynard!


  Sir!


  We are now in an official state of Yellow Alert. Question my orders and authority one more time and you’re a cosmic dust bunny, you got that?


  Yessir.


  Very good. I’ll be in touch. It’s up to you, now, Roberta, to be sure the crew doesn’t panic and everything runs smoothly, until my return.


  You can count on me, sir.


  I knew I could.


  Sir?


  Yes?


  Does this have anything to do with the train in Cargo Hold #7?


  Absolutely not.


  Right, sir!


  And, Bertie?


  Sir!


  What train?


  Major Steele!


  Yes, Captain.


  I want you to take two men and have a look down in Cargo Hold #7. It seems. We have. An intruder.


  You’re kidding. Really?


  Kenny, have you been drinking again?


  Absolutely not, sir.


  Sure smells like it.


  Just a touch of Junitian cologne, Dirk, that’s all. I picked it up down at the Duty Free Gift Shop last week. I had a couple of bucks in my pocket, and you’ve seen that little clerk from Romeotus 9, so one thing led to another, and I end up with a bottle of cologne. From Junitia. I figured, as long as there’s nothing going on until we meet the Them ship, I might as well get my money’s worth.


  It smells like bourbon.


  Tastes like—


  Kenny, please.


  Sorry, sir.


  Just get the men, all right? We’re on Yellow Alert until you complete your investigations and report directly back to me.


  What should I investigate? The train?


  The train? What train?


  The train that’s in Cargo Hold #7.


  Doc, why does everyone know about this so-called train but me?


  I would imagine, Dirk, they didn’t want to alarm you unnecessarily.


  But I’m the Captain, for god’s sake! I’m supposed to be unnecessarily alarmed so I can remain at top form and protect this ship and its crew from all adversaries. If I get complacent, I don’t react quickly enough. I have to be on edge the entire time, don’t you understand? We’re on an extremely delicate mission here, and if I can’t—


  You’re getting excited, Dirk.


  Well, of course, I’m getting excited, you pinhead! Wouldn’t you get excited if you were in command and everybody knew about a train that somehow got on this ship without you knowing it? God, it could be a bomb or something. It could be Them, trying to infiltrate our defenses and destroy whatever hope this Universe has for a just and lasting peace! Good lord, Doc, don’t you understand the implications and consequences of nonaction and failure to carry forward with our prime directive vis-à-vis the security of the galaxy?


  Yes. That’s why we didn’t tell you about the blimp.


  CHAPTER 4


  Sergeant Larue, how long do we have to stay here?


  Until Major Steele decides we’ve done enough investigating, Private Gordon, and we can give him a complete and thorough report on our activities, an accurate description of that thingie down there, and an assessment as to the threat to the welfare of this ship and its crew.


  Why doesn’t he do that himself?


  He’s a major. He doesn’t have to. We’re not majors. We have to.


  Well, I don’t mind telling you, it’s darn spooky down here.


  I know what you mean.


  It doesn’t look like anyone’s been down here for years. Maybe decades.


  It is a little on the dusty, musty side, I’ll give you that, Private.


  It wouldn’t be so bad, though, if I could just figure out how that thingie got in here.


  Not for us to ask why, Private Gordon. We just do our job and let someone else do all the thinking. That way, we keep our noses clean and they catch all the grief. It’s the way of the Space Marines. Always has been, always will be.


  Sarge?


  You know, Hauta, it’s funny, in a peculiar sort of way. I’ve been assigned to the Angus for nearly … oh … going on fifteen years now, I guess, and we’ve been through some weird times, I can tell you. This definitely looks like it’s going to be one of them.


  Sarge?


  Captain Winslow is about the best you can get, too. Couldn’t ask for a better commander when things get rough on the old Space battlefield. He’s one man who’s not afraid to take chances or get his hands dirty when things get tough and dirty, if you know what I mean. A real trooper’s officer. Not like some I could mention who do all their fighting and ordering from those fancy swivel chairs on the Bridge. No, sir. Captain Winslow’s a real soldier’s soldier.


  Sarge?


  Like that time a few years back when we found this really disgusting alien life-form—no offense, Hauta, but you do look like a goddamn tree—on DX36T. You hadn’t been stationed here yet, but I mean, this thing was foul. Awful. Ate up half the landing crew before they were able to get out of the shuttle. It drooled, you know?


  Lloyd.


  Course, I think the Captain and that little Maynard number up on the Bridge have a thing going, if you know what I mean. Not that I blame him. I mean, he’s the Captain and everything and has a right to some recreation now and then, but—


  Lloyd!


  What!


  The train.


  What about it?


  I think … I think somebody’s in there.


  PART II


  The Real Part I


  a.k.a.


  Space, a Pretty Big Place


  CHAPTER 1


  The parlor car section of the train sitting quietly in Cargo Hold #7 of the CISS Angus was as elegant inside as it appeared to be outside. Except for all the bullet holes. There were two small couches, a comfortable wingback chair, a dining table that seated four, and a small walnut liquor cabinet. A third of the way toward the front was a pair of exquisite Chinese screens that divided the car into its sitting and sleeping area, the sleeping area consisting primarily of two narrow beds, one on either side of the aisle. Down the middle of the ceiling were tiny, and quite lovely actually, chandeliers.


  Just inside the back door was a short alcove. A door on the left-hand side led to a grungy but serviceable bathroom; a door on the right led to a storeroom.


  At the front was another door. A curious door. A door that looked as if it were made of some kind of silvery metal, with a device that looked like a helmsman’s wheel stuck smack in the middle.


  But perhaps the most unusual part of the parlor car was the man in the wingback chair.


  Even sitting down, it was clear the man they call … Diego was fairly but not overwhelmingly tall, with black, shoulder-length wavy hair, a lean and sun-weathered face, and eyes the color of a dark winter’s ice. He wore a ruffled white shirt, a black waistcoat handsomely embroidered with silver thread, black trousers, and gleaming black, handsomely tooled boots. Hung carefully across the back of the chair was a long black jacket. Draped casually over the jacket was a wide gunbelt studded with silver, and in its also handsomely tooled holsters was a pair of guns with etched ivory grips. His hat lay on a table beside him; it had a flat crown with a bullet hole in it, and a band of silver medallions.


  He sat with his legs crossed at the knee, and each time he shifted his leg, the quiet ching of his silver spurs echoed softly in the car.


  He grunted to himself.


  He rubbed his chin thoughtfully.


  He grunted again and shook his head ever so slightly.


  He might have taken one of his Diego Specials and blown a hole in the ceiling just to release a little pent-up frustration had it not been for the undeniable, though not unpleasant, fact that he wasn’t alone, and he didn’t want to give the impression that he was losing control.


  Which he wasn’t.


  But he was close.


  For across from him, sitting Indian fashion on a two-cushion couch, was a woman. A fairly attractive woman. A woman who wore old-fashioned jeans and a white shirt whose sleeves had pleats sharp enough, it seemed, to slice through steel. Her feet were bare, her rounded chin dimpled, and her eyes were a stunning shade of emerald. At the moment her long blond hair was gathered into a loose ponytail which she had pulled over her left shoulder so she could, as was her wont, chew on it thoughtfully.


  Her name was Belle Starr.


  She was from Nashville, Tennessee.


  Where she was now, she hadn’t the vaguest idea.


  For that matter, neither did Diego, but he was getting used to it.


  It had all started fairly innocently.


  Diego had been hired to take care of a particularly vicious outlaw gang terrorizing Santa Fe, long about the year 1880. Doing things like that was his job, and he was about the best you could get at it without making a fuss and getting your name in the papers. The problem turned out to be not the outlaw gang terrorizing Santa Fe, but the train he had come across during the course of his taking care of the outlaw gang. Which gang, unfortunately, pretty much outnumbered him. Being no fool, and having a healthy regard for not wanting to die before his self-appointed time—never, if he had anything to say about it—he had taken refuge in the train.


  Except it hadn’t been a train at all.


  Which, strictly speaking, wasn’t precisely the truth.


  It was a train, all right, yet it wasn’t a train.


  There was, he discovered to his as yet undiminished dismay, a subtle difference bordering on the downright mystical: one type of train tends to stick to the hardy iron tracks painstakingly laid down for it, thus enabling it to travel cross-country from one town to another without much concern about how it was going to get there, and the engineer certainly didn’t need a map; the other type of train, of which there was only one and this was it, tended to travel through Time.


  The Driver of this train did indeed need a map.


  Except, since this was the train’s first extensive, and completely unplanned, excursion, there wasn’t one.


  That wasn’t the main problem, however.


  The main problem was that the train—whose official name, aside from the somewhat cumbersome Mobile Chronometer Vehicle, was the Time Thing—didn’t work. Not perfectly, anyway. Part of it had to do with the fact that the inventor, young Virgil Lecotta, was relatively new at this sort of Time thing; part of it had to do with the fact that the Driver, young Molly Thane, was definitely new at this sort of Time thing; and part of it had to do with the fact that Diego had, purely by accident in his flight from the outlaw gang terrorizing Santa Fe, shot up some of the good parts a few hundred years ago as Time Travel is measured, the result of which shooting tended to make the old TT a little shaky in the “Where and when are we now?” department.


  For example, the whole idea of going to Nashville had been a mistake.


  But since the Nashville they had been in had been in the Future of everybody concerned except the people who had lived in Nashville at the time, which included Belle Starr, Virgil had taken advantage of the slight bullet-inspired malfunction by picking up a couple of timer chips for the computer that was supposed to make the TT do what it was supposed to do and not what it had been doing.


  It appeared to have worked.


  Until Virgil, via Molly, had uttered the word Diego had learned fairly quickly to hate:


  “Oops.”


  So now he sat grumpily in his comfortable wingback chair and watched Belle fuss and fret, while, in the far from opulent Center of Operations Room, Virgil and Molly were, he figured, trying to figure out how to tell him what was wrong without him losing his temper and shooting them.


  Not that he would.


  The three of them had been through too much together for that.


  But he had to admit it was getting pretty damn tempting.


  “Listen,” Belle said at last, “I have a question.”


  He nodded.


  “I was pretty beaten up back there. I mean, before we left Nashville. I’m positive I broke a couple of ribs, at least.” She poked at her chest. “So why am I just a little stiff?”


  “Don’t know,” he answered truthfully, in a voice soft and deep enough to thrill the ladies and make the men scramble for the nearest exit.


  Which was another puzzle.


  He himself had been beaten up, shot several times, and otherwise dented and bruised all to hell since he had left Santa Fe. But a trip in the TT evidently accelerated the body’s natural healing process. No one could explain it. He certainly couldn’t; he was still trying to figure out what a television set was. Not to mention computers, airplanes, and those stupid outfits Molly and Virgil wore—they looked like green union suits with fancy gold trim here and there, matched by truly awful, square-toed boots, the totality of which he reckoned were official Time Travel uniforms.


  “All right, that’s it,” she said, slapping her knees and getting to her feet. “You’ve been sitting there thinking and grunting and scowling yourself to death for hours. I’m sick of it. I’m bored, I’m hungry, and I’m driving myself nuts. I’m going to look outside. You want to shoot me, go ahead. At least it’ll be something different.”


  She was into the alcove before he could move, had her hand on the latch before he could explain that there was no telling what was out there, including a whole world of things that could kill you long after the Time when you were supposed to have been killed, and had the door open before he could decide, the hell with it.


  “Well,” she said in that honey-syrup drawl that made him a little nervous.


  Reluctantly he stood, hitched his pants up, and, after glancing toward the Center of Operations Room, joined her in the doorway.


  He grunted.


  It appeared they were in some kind of metal room easily as large as several caverns he had known, one of which had been the site of the largest spider breeding colony in the West; “gibbering idiot” did not begin to describe Diego’s reaction to that particular event. And whenever he thought about it, he stopped thinking about it because whenever he thought about it, he broke out in a clammy sweat.


  He shuddered a little even now and composed himself before Belle noticed anything was wrong.


  “Interesting,” she said.


  Had they been standing in the metal room’s center, it would have measured one hundred yards long in pretty much every direction except down. The walls were of a dull dusty alloy occasionally pinstriped in red and blue, with arrows pointing in various directions, including down; and despite the continuous recycling of air, it was clear the place hadn’t been used in a very long time. Chains hung limply from struts webbing the ceiling; a rank of futuristic forklifts gathered dust against the wall to their right; and to their left, a massive waylon partonium bar had been dropped across a door easily as high and wide as the bay itself.


  Directly opposite them, and midway up the wall, was a wide catwalk each end of which ended in a perpendicular staircase bolted to that wall. Behind the single railing were two rounded doors marked with a broad red circle in which was a bold gold star outlined in blue.


  On the catwalk were two men.


  Diego grabbed Belle by the waist the instant he spotted them, yanked her back inside, slammed the door, and marched straight up to the maybe-silver metal door. He grabbed the wheel, turned it, and pulled the door open.


  “Company,” he said simply, and walked away.


  Belle, meanwhile, had taken to peeking around all the shades she could, muttering to herself and shaking her head.


  “What?” he asked.


  “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear I’d seen something like this before.”


  That didn’t surprise him. He, of course, hadn’t seen anything like this before, either here, or in Nashville, or even during his first TT excursion—to the New York City contemporary to the people who owned and operated this goddamn machine.


  As he slipped on his jacket he said, “What does it look like?”


  “The inside of a spaceship.”


  He froze.


  She moved away from the window and dropped into the couch opposite his chair. “You don’t know what that is, do you?” she said sympathetically.


  He didn’t. Nor did he want to know. There had been many things he had seen and heard lately that he didn’t understand, and even when they were explained to him, he still didn’t get it most of the time. But he had an unpleasant feeling that if he tried hard enough, used what he had seen and heard and hadn’t understood, and added a few drops of common sense, he might be able to figure it out.


  The concept unnerved him.


  “Spaceship,” he repeated.


  She nodded.


  He sniffed, and squinted at the ceiling. “Is that like one of them airplane things? Or that flying car thing we rode in, in Greater Tennessee?”


  “Almost,” she answered. “They just go a little higher.”


  He wanted to ask how much higher; he couldn’t bring himself to do it.


  She did it for him: “A lot higher.”


  “That’s right,” a woman’s disgusted voice said before he could refine that response to something akin to measurable distance.


  His head snapped to his right just as Molly Thane stomped out of the Center of Operations Room. She had short fair hair, a pleasantly round face, and dark blue eyes; she also had an upturned nose, full lips, and a somewhat long but decidedly strokable neck, but he refrained from further noticing on account of the way Belle was looking at him looking at Molly.


  Right behind Molly was a tall, hefty young guy with a slight paunch, and pretty much bald as an egg. He appeared to be distressed. Diego hated it when Virgil Lecotta was distressed. That could only mean one thing. Which had already happened twice since he’d met up with these two.


  Molly sat wearily on the couch and scratched vigorously through her hair. “I told him, you know,” she complained, glaring at her green-suited companion. “I told him we should run a quick test, a couple of minutes in either direction, just in case that new timer chip wasn’t exactly the kind he needed to get us all home. But would he listen? Hell, no. He just slips the sucker in, pushes the damn button, and the next thing you know—”


  “Oops,” Diego finished.


  “Damn right.”


  Virgil slumped to the floor, crossed his legs Indian fashion, and shook his head in dejected apology. “I admit it. I was hasty. We were being chased. People wanted us dead. I didn’t check the coordinates as completely as I should have before I pushed the button. I was so glad to be getting Diego home, then us home, that it just slipped my mind. Of course,” he added with a fierce glance at his cohort, “the Driver usually checks the coordinates first, so she doesn’t go driving off a goddamn cliff.”


  “You blaming me, Lecotta?”


  “Hey, I’m not the Driver, am I?”


  She stood, fists at the ready.


  Diego pushed her back down. “Not now.”


  “If not now, when?”


  “Soon,” he promised.


  “Hey,” Virgil protested.


  Diego looked at him.


  Virgil clamped his mouth shut.


  Diego looked at Molly.


  Molly glowered, but said nothing.


  “Somebody,” he told them, “is out there.”


  “Oh, great.” Molly rolled her eyes. “Just what we need.”


  “Well, it is, when you think about it,” Virgil told her. “We can ask them precisely where and when we are, then we can punch in the right coordinates, and get home by supper.”


  Diego had another question he didn’t want to ask, but it seemed expected of him: “Where, approximately, are we?”


  Molly exchanged glances with Virgil.


  “Uh … where?” Virgil asked, his voice dangerously near the cracking threshold.


  Diego nodded warily, one eye partly closed. “Might as well throw in when, too.”


  “Ah,” the hefty bald tall young man said thoughtfully. “Ah, yes. The when part.” He cleared his throat, rubbed the back of his neck, and cleared his throat again. “Well, although I’m not exactly sure when, because the clock/calendar doesn’t quite go up that high, I believe I can say with fair certainty that we’re probably pretty far into the Future.”


  “Whose Future?” Diego demanded.


  “Yours by a hell of a long way,” Molly muttered.


  “My Future too?” Belle asked nervously.


  “I believe so,” Virgil answered.


  She drew her legs up and hugged her shins, her curiosity about the outside world dampened considerably. “And you think we’re in some kind of … spaceship?”


  “If it isn’t, Molly said sourly, “it’s the damnedest warehouse I ever saw.”


  “That’s right,” said, Virgil, barely suppressing his disconcerting excitement. “See, we’ve been checking the current coordinate readouts against the previous coordinate readouts to see if there was a readout correlation; then we ran the resulting coordinates through the computer Diego didn’t shoot when we met him, and … well …” He spread his hands triumphantly and smiled at Belle. “The thing is, after studying all those figures, I have


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
OEBPS/Images/image2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg
ST
R&ESE5"





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg





