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						CHARON'S ARK by Rick Gauger.
					
				

				
					
						Chapter One: One of Us Is Happy
					
				

				
					
						It was deep midnight over the central Pacific, and the stars clustered against the cockpit windshield. The Boeing
					
				

				
					
						747-200C flew straight and steady, instruments nominal, except for one oddity: the trim indicator read full left.
					
				

				
					
						The boy sitting in the captain's chair said, "I'll be honest. Nobody is ever going to pick me as most likely to succeed. In
					
				

				
					
						the school annual, I mean."
					
				

				
					
						Copilot Froward was inclined to agree. The kid was over-weight, pimply, oily-haired, and he needed a bath. Froward
					
				

				
					
						rec-ognized the type: a casualty on the battlefield of puberty.
					
				

				
					
						Froward wasn't doing so hot himself. His hangover had eased off, but Captain Milanovitch had warned him that he
					
				

				
					
						would be having a word with Froward, later. Also, he reminded himself, he hadn't noticed the trim indicator until just
					
				

				
					
						now. Froward had invited the kid up to the airliner's cockpit, so he felt obliged to hold up the adult end of the
					
				

				
					
						conversation. "You mean, only the best and brightest were picked to go on this trip?" he asked.
					
				

				
					
						The kid snuffled wetly. "That's right. I don't know why they picked me. I guess it was because I was chairman of the
					
				

				
					
						Meso-zoic Club."
					
				

				
					
						"What's the Mesozoic Club?"
					
				

				
					
						"It's a sort of club we have in school. Not many people belong to it. Actually, it's mainly me and a few of my friends
					
				

				
					
						that I went to grade school with. I liked dinosaurs. I mean I still like dino-saurs." Froward, listening through his
					
				

				
					
						diminishing headache, could tell that the boy was used to being laughed at on this sub-ject.
					
				

				
					
						Froward had noticed the boy in the passenger cabin. The boy
					
				

				
					
						had been awake, his eyes following Froward as he passed along the darkened aisle. When he'd flown with the
					
				

				
					
						passenger compa-nies, Froward sometimes talked to kids like that, kids who were too interested in their surroundings
					
				

				
					
						either for horseplay or sleep. When Froward was the boy's age, he'd given up dinosaurs for sex, or its pursuit.
					
				

				
					
						"I like dinosaurs, too." Froward said. "I used to draw pictures of them when I was little."
					
				

				
					
						"Right. Me, too. Anyway, the Mesozoic Club goes on fossil-hunting trips. Mrs. Robinelli takes us. She's our science
					
				

				
					
						teacher."
					
				

				
					
						"That the tall lady I saw getting on the plane?"
					
				

				
					
						"Yes," the boy said, snuffling. "What's this, the radar?"
					
				

				
					
						"That's right. Don't you have a handkerchief?"
					
				

				
					
						"No," the boy said. "Is the radar turned on so you can see other planes?"
					
				

				
					
						"No, it's for spotting thunderstorms. We keep it on all the time." Froward checked the small orange and black screen
					
				

				
					
						out of habit. The radar was set at maximum range and showed nothing except a streak far to the west, which seemed to
					
				

				
					
						be moving paral-lel to their own course. Froward pointed it out to the boy.
					
				

				
					
						"Is that another airplane?"
					
				

				
					
						"It looks too big to be an aircraft," Froward said. The boy was obviously on what was, for him, his best behavior. "It's
					
				

				
					
						probably a cloud top or a vapor trail. What did you say your name was?"
					
				

				
					
						"Charlie. Charlie Freeman." The boy sniffled again. "There, the blip is dropping behind us. Too bad this radar only
					
				

				
					
						looks in front of the plane. Have you ever been to Nauru?"
					
				

				
					
						"I never even heard of it. Where is it?"
					
				

				
					
						"It's an island in the Pacific. It's right on the equator, almost. It's where we're going. We're supposed to take another
					
				

				
					
						flight from Tahiti. I can't believe I'm actually going to see these places. Would you believe this is the first time I've ever
					
				

				
					
						been on an airplane? Isn't it weird? My mother could hardly believe it when I told her."
					
				

				
					
						Peake, the flight engineer, was eavesdropping from his post behind the copilot's seat. "Let me get this straight,
					
				

				
					
						Charlie," he said, laughing. "This high school club you belong to. You're saying it chartered an airliner for a flight to a
					
				

				
					
						Pacific island? Who's paying for it, Mrs. Robinelli?"
					
				

				
					
						Even in the gloom of the cockpit Froward could see the boy
					
				

				
					
						trying not to give in to his enthusiasm. "No! That's what's so weird about it. The whole thing is being paid for by the
					
				

				
					
						govern-ment of Nauru. Did you know Nauru is the richest country in the world? Per capita, I mean?"
					
				

				
					
						"No, I didn't know that," Froward said.
					
				

				
					
						"I did," Peake said. "I read about it in the 
						National Geo-graphic 
						in my dentist's office. The interior of Nauru is covered
					
				

				
					
						with phosphate mineral. The deposit is estimated to be worth three billion dollars, and there are only about three
					
				

				
					
						thousand Nauruans. They just dig it up and ship it out."
					
				

				
					
						"And Nauru is paying for the trip?" Froward asked.
					
				

				
					
						"It's an exchange-student thing," Charlie said. "The govern-ment of Nauru is building a museum of natural history, and
					
				

				
					
						we're supposed to help with the displays and stuff. After that, we're going on a 'round the world tour!"
					
				

				
					
						"You're going because you're in the dinosaur club?" Peake asked.
					
				

				
					
						"The Mesozoic Club," Charlie said. "I think I got to go be-cause I'm chairman of the Mesozoic Club."
					
				

				
					
						"A world tour. Why wasn't there a club like that in my high school?" Peake said.
					
				

				
					
						"The only club I ever belonged to was the beer club," Froward said.
					
				

				
					
						"I was president of the master baiters' society," Peake said.
					
				

				
					
						Charlie guffawed and snuffled.
					
				

				
					
						"So, this planeload of kids, they're the Mesozoic Club?" Peake continued.
					
				

			

			
			
		

		
			
				
					
						"Oh, no," Charlie said. "I'm the only member of the Meso-zoic Club on the trip. Which is too bad, since the other
					
				

				
					
						members would have really liked coming along. This group on the plane is honor roll students and big jocks and
					
				

				
					
						members of student govern-ment and all, supposed to be good at science and biology and all. B.F.D. They're too
					
				

				
					
						coo-ool to belong to the Mesozoic Club. That's why I said I didn't know why I got picked to go on this trip. I don't
					
				

				
					
						even make good grades. This radar screen looks like a video game."
					
				

				
					
						Froward glanced at the small screen again. It was still clear, but occasionally a ruler-straight line flickered vertically
					
				

				
					
						across it.
					
				

				
					
						"Like a laser beam or something," Charlie said. "I mean I
					
				

				
					
						know there're no such things as laser beams, not like in the movies, 1 mean." He snuffled.
					
				

				
					
						"That's another radar transmitter," Froward said. "Its beam is showing up on our screen."
					
				

				
					
						Peake leaned over the back of the pilot's seat to see the screen. "It's odd," he said. "What other radar would there be,
					
				

				
					
						out here in the middle of the Pacific?"
					
				

				
					
						"Maybe another plane is overtaking us in the dark," Charlie said. "What are you supposed to do when that happens?"
					
				

				
					
						"That never happens," Froward said. "Each flight has its own airspace assigned to it, and each one of them stays in
					
				

				
					
						it."
					
				

				
					
						"What if you change your mind about where you want to go?"
					
				

				
					
						"If there's an emergency change of flight plan, the pilot radios the traffic controller in Hawaii and gets a new airspace
					
				

				
					
						assign-ment."
					
				

				
					
						"What if you don't tell them you've changed your destina-tion?"
					
				

				
					
						"If you don't tell them, you lose your airplane driver's license and your official badge," Peake said.
					
				

				
					
						The radar screen continued blank except for the flickering line, which appeared every third or fourth sweep of the 747's
					
				

				
					
						own beam. "I still think there's another plane catching up behind us," Charlie said.
					
				

				
					
						The airliner bumped, as though it had flown through a patch of turbulence. "See, there it is," Charlie said, smirking at
					
				

				
					
						Peake and Froward.
					
				

				
					
						Froward looked through the windshield into the dark. There was nothing to see except stars and the indistinct
					
				

				
					
						flash-flash, flash-flash, of the navigation lights reflecting off the window edges. "Looks like we might be getting some
					
				

				
					
						turbulence," he said. "I guess you'd better go back to your seat, Charlie."
					
				

				
					
						"Okay," Charlie said. He struggled out of the pilot's chair and squeezed his bulk past Froward's elbow. "Thanks for
					
				

				
					
						letting me come up here. I really appreciate it," he said.
					
				

				
					
						"Any time," Froward said, smiling briefly at him, returning to examine his dials and lights.
					
				

				
					
						"So long, Charlie," Peake said.
					
				

				
					
						The fat boy started moving carefully through the narrow pas-sageway between the aircrew seats in the cockpit.
					
				

				
					
						Froward flicked the switch that turned on the fasten-seatbelts
					
				

				
					
						sign in the passenger cabin. "Peake, do you know anything about this trim indicator? It's reading maximum left."
					
				

				
					
						"That's one of the things that came up during the preflight."
					
				

				
					
						"Oh," Froward said, feeling a sickly lump in his stomach. He'd been late arriving for the preflight. The latest instance of
					
				

				
					
						his drinking interfering with his work.
					
				

				
					
						"Tell me about it."
					
				

				
					
						"Milanovitch noticed it. He called one of the company techni-cians, we looked it over. Milanovitch decided that the
					
				

				
					
						indicator was off, but there was nothing wrong with the system. We got the go-ahead, and here we are."
					
				

				
					
						"Hell, Peake, that's an FAA violation."
					
				

				
					
						"We got the takeoff order from the chairman himself. I guess the company can't afford another flight cancellation."
					
				

				
					
						The plane jounced and rolled slightly. "And Milanovitch agreed?" Froward asked.
					
				

				
					
						"I guess he figured you don't get anywhere by refusing the owner of the company."
					
				

				
					
						Without warning, the plane surged ahead, as though it were being pushed by a giant hand. Charlie, on his way back to
					
				

				
					
						the passenger cabin, had just passed the airliner's chief pilot. Arms windmilling, the fat boy was propelled straight
					
				

				
					
						ahead, past the stairway leading down to the main deck, into the narrow space next to the airliner's kitchen. The
					
				

				
					
						stewardess stood there, braced against the partition with the public address microphone in her hand. Charlie flailed
					
				

				
					
						into her, and they staggered together out into the passenger cabin.
					
				

				
					
						The students were all awake and excited. Laughter broke out as they caught sight of the stewardess, her tight dress
					
				

				
					
						pulled up to her thighs, Charlie's face looking pop-eyed over her shoulder as he clung to her for balance. The
					
				

				
					
						stewardess regained her footing, pushed Charlie away, and pulled her dress down.
					
				

				
					
						"Shame on youoo, Freeman!" one of the boys said in a loud voice. Charlie, his face scarlet, puffed down the aisle
					
				

				
					
						toward his seat.
					
				

				
					
						"Was Captain Kirk flying the plane, Charlie?"
					
				

				
					
						"Did you tell him all about your favorite video games, Char-lie?"
					
				

				
					
						"Sit down somewhere, Freeman; you're tipping the plane!"
					
				

				
					
						"How about dinosaurs, Charlie; did you tell him about dino-saurs?"
					
				

				
					
						"Charlie's a dinosaur himself—Godzilla!"
					
				

				
					
						Charlie flopped into his seat and jerked his seatbelt tight.
					
				

				
					
						"Ladies and gentlemen," the stewardess announced over the cabin loudspeakers. "The captain has turned on the
					
				

				
					
						fasten-seat-belts sign. Please bring your seats into the upright position. Please observe the no-smoking signs."
					
				

				
					
						In the cockpit, Captain Milanovitch was strapping himself into his seat. "How'd that kid get in here, Jeff?" he asked
					
				

				
					
						Froward.
					
				

			

			
			
		

		
			
				
					
						"I noticed him while I was taking my break. I asked him if he'd like to see the front office after a while, and he said yes."
					
				

				
					
						"It's against company regulations to allow passengers in the cockpit."
					
				

				
					
						"I didn't realize," Froward said. "We used to do it when I was working for Pan Am."
					
				

				
					
						"You're not working for Pan Am anymore, Froward. This may only be TransPac Air Charters, but we don't allow
					
				

				
					
						passen-gers in the cockpit. You've read the regulations, or you should have."
					
				

				
					
						"Okay, okay." Froward couldn't keep the anger out of his voice. Milanovitch was ten years younger than Froward.
					
				

				
					
						"While we're on the subject, Froward, I have to tell you something. I'm going to have to report your not showing up on
					
				

				
					
						time for the preflight. It's the second time you've been late."
					
				

				
					
						Froward's insides shrank. "Uh, look, that wasn't my fault. The preflight was started two hours earlier than scheduled,
					
				

				
					
						and I didn't know about it."
					
				

				
					
						"You would have known about it if you'd read the bulletin board in the office—"
					
				

				
					
						Froward heard himself lying abjectly. "I had a phone call. I had to go home—" He kept his hands down so Milanovitch
					
				

				
					
						wouldn't see them shaking.
					
				

				
					
						"I'm sorry, Jeff. One of the dispatchers saw you in the airport lounge. When you finally did show up, you were so
					
				

				
					
						hung over you could hardly see. Look at yourself. You look like some-body's goddamn laundry bag."
					
				

				
					
						"Look, George, if you report me, I'll be fired. I owe a lot of money. I got child support payments to make. I need the
					
				

				
					
						work."
					
				

				
					
						"I don't like it any more than you do. I've covered up for you before—"
					
				

				
					
						"I appreciate that—"
					
				

				
					
						"I can't do it for you this rime. It's irresponsible. It—"
					
				

				
					
						"Who's irresponsible? You took off with a planeload of kids and a malfunctioning trim system indicator."
					
				

				
					
						"I'm not going to argue with you, Froward."
					
				

				
					
						Fro ward didn't want to argue either; he'd lost control of him-self, said too much already. He could at least keep some
					
				

				
					
						of his phony dignity. Keep it through what was coming: unemployment again, explanations to his ex-wife. He knew
					
				

				
					
						someone, an old schoolmate, who was doing all right in the used car business.
					
				

				
					
						The airliner dropped and recovered. Back in the passenger cabin some of the students yelped in fear. Hidden in his
					
				

				
					
						seat, and forgotten by his fellow students, Charlie heard a roar like muffled thunder. It seemed to come from outside
					
				

				
					
						the airliner. He concen-trated on the noise, but was interrupted by a high, feminine voice.
					
				

				
					
						"Charlie, You were up there, weren't you? Do you know what's happening?" Charlie looked up and saw Eva Wilcox
					
				

				
					
						peer-ing at him through the gap between the seat backs in front of him, her wide-eyed face fringed by silky blond hair.
					
				

				
					
						So far as he could remember, it was the first time she had ever spoken to him.
					
				

				
					
						"Yeah," he said. "The engines are on fire. We're about to crash. We're all going to die together."
					
				

				
					
						"That's not true!" the girl said. The plane renewed its bounc-ing.
					
				

				
					
						"Piss off," Charlie told her, before he could stop himself. She jerked her face out of sight. Charlie froze with trepidation,
					
				

				
					
						both at the motion of the airliner and what he had said to Eva, whose football-player boyfriend was sitting right beside
					
				

				
					
						her.
					
				

				
					
						Putting it out of his mind, Charlie squirmed in his seat and pressed his nose against the window on his left, cupping
					
				

				
					
						his hands around his face. He stared hard, trying to make out some-thing in the blackness outside.
					
				

				
					
						Now someone was poking Charlie's shoulder with a finger like an iron rod. He pulled back from the window and saw
					
				

				
					
						the all-American face of Colby Dennison looming at him over the seat back.
					
				

				
					
						"All right, Freeman, what'd you say to Eva?"
					
				

				
					
						"When?"
					
				

				
					
						"You know when, you doushbag."
					
				

				
					
						"Nothing," Charlie said. "I didn't say anything to her."
					
				

				
					
						The airliner bumped hard. Charlie risked turning away from Colby's hostile scrutiny. Something was going on in the
					
				

				
					
						darkness outside the plane. He strained to see, but it was hard to make out anything. The reflection of his own eyes
					
				

				
					
						seemed to be hanging a few inches beyond the window. Past that, he saw the leading edge of the airliner's wing, with
					
				

				
					
						the navigation lights faintly pulsing on it, and—there seemed to be something black floating in the air just above the
					
				

				
					
						wing. It hovered up and down weirdly, various protrusions coming out of it at odd angles. With a shock, Charlie
					
				

				
					
						suddenly realized that the object was part of a larger structure above it, that it reached up and up, bigger and more
					
				

				
					
						massive-looking the higher he looked, and it was all being ex-tended from a vast wing-shaped something that hung
					
				

				
					
						over the 747 like the roof of a building!
					
				

				
					
						The black thing rotated toward the side of the airliner with huge mechanical precision and opened like a grasping hand.
					
				

				
					
						Charlie jerked his face back from the window. Colby Dennison was still leaning over the seat back in front of Charlie.
					
				

				
					
						The plane was shuddering, as though it were rolling fast over bumpy pave-ment. Charlie realized his mouth was
					
				

				
					
						hanging open. He closed it.
					
				

				
					
						Colby's head was joggling on his thick neck from the vibra-tion of the plane. Several of the students were calling out in
					
				

				
					
						alarm. Colby glanced uncertainly around the passenger cabin, caught himself, and glared down at Charlie. "I'll see you
					
				

				
					
						later, Freeman," he said, and pulled out of Charlie's sight. Colby's scared, Charlie thought.
					
				

				
					
						The muffled roaring from outside had taken on grinding, howling overtones. Charlie pushed his face against the
					
				

				
					
						window again.
					
				

				
					
						Outside, the black arm was moving in steps across the air-liner's wing between the passenger cabin and the inboard
					
				

				
					
						engine. A flat leverlike extension of the arm was opening and closing like the blade of a colossal scissors. The black
					
				

				
					
						thing was biting its way through the metal of the airliner's wing! Orange flame erupted, but was immediately smothered
					
				

			

			
			
		

		
			
				
					
						in a cloud of steam. The shorn-off wing vanished in the darkness. The cabin lurched vio-lently. Charlie's forehead
					
				

				
					
						rapped the edge of the window. He
					
				

				
					
						caught sight of his own slack, gaping face, reflected in the outer pane. The plane dropped sickeningly, then leaped
					
				

				
					
						upward. The passengers screamed in chorus.
					
				

				
					
						Charlie tore himself away from the window. The passenger cabin lights had mostly gone out, except for a dim few. The
					
				

				
					
						airliner was steady now, as though nothing had happened. He noticed that he was drooling on his chin. He wiped his
					
				

				
					
						sleeve across his mouth.
					
				

				
					
						The stewardess stood at the forward end of the cabin under the arched ceiling, clinging to the handrail of the stairway.
					
				

				
					
						Her face was chalk-white under the makeup. Charlie couldn't see the other students behind their high chair backs, but
					
				

				
					
						he knew they were all listening for something, as the stewardess was. It came to him that he could no longer hear the
					
				

				
					
						hum of the plane's engines, only the muffled roaring sound, like a great waterfall in the distance. In the amazing silence,
					
				

				
					
						Charlie looked around him, at the airliner cabin that had disappointed him the first time he saw it: the pro-saic,
					
				

				
					
						pastel-tinted fabric; the slick, colorful, boring magazines in the elastic pocket; the grayish-white plastic paneling; he
					
				

				
					
						looked at this, and a huge, inexpressible comprehension swelled inside him until he felt his chest bursting with it.
					
				

				
					
						He could see the stewardess pull herself together. She raised her microphone: "Ladies and gentlemen, the
					
				

				
					
						fasten-seatbelts sign is still on. You will find airsickness bags in the pocket in front of you—" She stopped at the sight
					
				

				
					
						of Charlie leaping from his seat, his face blotched with excitement, his lank hair plastered to his forehead with
					
				

				
					
						perspiration.
					
				

				
					
						"Listen, everybody! Listen! We've been captured by a UFO! A flying saucer!" Charlie sprayed the nearest seats with a
					
				

				
					
						mist of saliva.
					
				

				
					
						Faces bobbed over the backs of all the seats in the passenger cabin. Charlie stopped himself in mid-yell, but no one
					
				

				
					
						had laughed. They were all looking at him, waiting for him to say something else.
					
				

				
					
						"I'm not kidding," he added feebly.
					
				

				
					
						The teacher, Mrs. Robinelli, looked at him sternly from her seat in the center of the cabin. "Charlie, this is not the time,"
					
				

				
					
						she said.
					
				

				
					
						"Charlie's gone cave," an anonymous voice said.
					
				

				
					
						Charlie slid into the aisle and started toward the front of the
					
				

				
					
						plane. The stewardess eyed him nervously and gathered herself to stop him. "Please, it's all right," he told her. "I was
					
				

				
					
						only trying to make everybody laugh. So they wouldn't be scared. But I really have to go to the bathroom. Really." He
					
				

				
					
						held his bulging stomach and looked at her significantly.
					
				

				
					
						Mrs. Robinelli, who was sitting nearby, touched the steward-ess's arm and nodded. The stewardess stood aside for
					
				

				
					
						him.
					
				

				
					
						Charlie edged past the stewardess. The lavatory was located on the opposite side of the plane from his seat. Once
					
				

				
					
						inside, he closed the door, braced himself over the toilet, and tried to see out the tiny window. Nothing was visible in
					
				

				
					
						the darkness outside the plane. He gave it up, turned around carefully in the confined space, and opened the lavatory
					
				

				
					
						door quietly.
					
				

				
					
						The passengers were talking among themselves excitedly. The stewardess and Mrs. Robinelli were busy near the rear
					
				

				
					
						of the cabin. The students in the nearest row of seats pointedly looked away as Charlie emerged from the lavatory.
					
				

				
					
						Charlie walked quickly across the front of the cabin. Once he was past the parti-tion next to the stairway, he was out of
					
				

				
					
						sight of the stewardess and the other passengers.
					
				

				
					
						In the cockpit, the pilot, copilot, and flight engineer sat star-ing forward as though frozen in their seats. They took no
					
				

				
					
						notice of Charlie as he pushed his way to the front seats.
					
				

				
					
						"Sir?"
					
				

				
					
						Milanovitch broke out of his paralysis, "What? It's you. What're you doing here?"
					
				

				
					
						"Gaw" was Charlie's only response. He'd caught sight of what the three men had been looking at. Beyond the thick
					
				

				
					
						glass of the windshield, an array of dim red lights hung in the darkness in front of the airliner. The lights spelled out a
					
				

				
					
						message:
					
				

				
					
						ONE MOMENT PLEASE
					
				

				
					
						After a long pause, Froward spoke. "Well, Charlie, you can see what we're up against here," he said.
					
				

				
					
						"Or not see, as the case may be," Peake said.
					
				

				
					
						Charlie stuttered and gobbled, then got control of himself. "I, I, 1 came up here to tell you what 1 saw through the
					
				

				
					
						window when all that shaking and bumping was going on. I had to sneak past the stewardess to get here."
					
				

				
					
						"At this point, I would be glad of any kind of enlightenment, from any source whatsoever," Peake said.
					
				

				
					
						"Quiet, Peake," Milanovitch said. "Go ahead, son."
					
				

				
					
						"When I got back to my seat, I started looking out the win-dow," Charlie said. "There was, like, a big pole or a tower
					
				

				
					
						out-side, right beside the airplane. It was hanging down from a sort of big thing that was over the airplane. It was like a
					
				

				
					
						big wing. The pole sort of rotated toward the airplane, and it had a big pincers, like a pair of pliers, on the end of it. The
					
				

				
					
						pliers opened up and moved toward us. It looked like it was curved to fit the side of the airplane. Then I saw another
					
				

				
					
						machine cutting off the wing on that side of the airplane. The wing caught on fire, but the fire went out when the pole
					
				

				
					
						squirted something on it. It looked like a fire extinguisher. After that, everything went black outside, and I couldn't see
					
				

				
					
						anything else."
					
				

				
					
						There was another long pause.
					
				

				
					
						"I'm ready to believe anything," Peake said. "I mean, having the wings cut off goes along with what's on my, board
					
				

				
					
						here. We've lost all generator power, oil pressure is zero, and—"
					
				

			

			
			
		

		
			
				
					
						"You saw all this yourself, out of one of the cabin windows?" Milanovitch asked.
					
				

				
					
						"Yes, sir," Charlie said.
					
				

				
					
						"Well, I find it pretty hard to—"
					
				

				
					
						Charlie interrupted nastily. "I think we've been grabbed by a, what you call, uh, you know, a UFO. That's what I saw
					
				

				
					
						outside the window. Now we're inside of it. Those red letters out there are for giving us instructions. About what we're
					
				

				
					
						supposed to do, I mean." Charlie watched himself, hardly believing he was talk-ing about such things, seriously, with a
					
				

				
					
						group of adult men, and being taken almost seriously.
					
				

				
					
						"Are you sure you weren't asleep, and dreaming?"
					
				

				
					
						"If he was, we are too," Froward said, indicating the sign in front of the airliner with a nod of his head. The
					
				

				
					
						conversation halted. The silence in the airliner was unnerving.
					
				

				
					
						"Dammit," Milanovitch said, "let's think about the passen-gers. I'm not even sure the cabin intercom is working. Peake,
					
				

				
					
						get back there and make sure everyone is strapped in. Tell them, uh, tell them everything's okay, that we're expecting
					
				

				
					
						more turbulence and so forth. Ask Lena to come see me. You stay with the pas-sengers until she gets back."
					
				

				
					
						"Roger," Peake said, getting up.
					
				

				
					
						"I've got an idea," Froward said after Peake had departed. "We don't have any landing gear power or outside lights,
					
				

				
					
						but if we manually drop the nose gear, we could turn on the taxi light and maybe see something."
					
				

				
					
						"You're sure we're not flying at three hundred knots?" Milan-ovitch asked.
					
				

				
					
						"You see the airspeed indicator, too, don't you? It says zero. You don't hear the engines, do you? Unless we're both
					
				

				
					
						crazy, we're inside this kid's UFO. So..."
					
				

				
					
						"But we won't be able to get it up again!"
					
				

				
					
						"What the hell difference does that make?" said Froward, mo-tioning with a sweep of his arm at the red lights glaring
					
				

				
					
						on all the instrument panels in the cockpit.
					
				

				
					
						"Go ahead, turn on the taxi light," Charlie said eagerly. With-out invitation he had buckled himself into the empty seat
					
				

				
					
						behind the pilot's position and was craning to see out the windshield past Froward and Milanovitch.
					
				

				
					
						"Why not?" Froward asked.
					
				

				
					
						"All right," Milanovitch said. He reached under the instru-ment panel and pulled a lever. A heavy jar shook the airliner.
					
				

				
					
						"Nose wheel down and locked," Milanovitch said, consulting his instruments.
					
				

				
					
						"Okay," Froward said. He toggled a switch, and yellow light sprang up outside.
					
				

				
					
						"Shit," Froward said. Milanovitch groaned with disbelief.
					
				

				
					
						There was a wall about two meters in front of the airliner. The
					
				

				
					
						wall was covered with cables, piping, boxes, and indefinable
					
				

				
					
						shapes, mostly concealed by shadows. In the center was a flat
					
				

				
					
						panel covered by a regular pattern of black dots, some of which
					
				

				
					
						were glowing to make the red letters. Charlie was disappointed,
					
				

				
					
						as he had been disappointed at his first sight of the airliner. What
					
				

				
					
						they were looking at certainly didn't impress him as being an
					
				

				
					
						alien starship. Instead, it looked like what is seen under the hood
					
				

				
					
						of an automobile, or, worse, it looked like one of the walls of the
					
				

				
					
						furnace room of Garfield High School in Seattle.
					
				

				
					
						The stewardess arrived in the cockpit, breaking the spell. "What's going on, George? Oh, boy," she gasped, as she
					
				

				
					
						caught
					
				

				
					
						sight of the view through the windshield. She stumbled a little, catching hold of the back of Charlie's seat.
					
				

				
					
						"I wanted you to see this," Milanovitch said.
					
				

				
					
						"I s-see it," she said.
					
				

				
					
						"How are the passengers doing?"
					
				

				
					
						The stewardess straightened her back and, with a great effort, recovered her professional manner. "Okay, so far.
					
				

				
					
						Shaken up, but nobody hurt. Their teacher is keeping them calm."
					
				

				
					
						Milanovitch gestured at the windshield. "Lena, I don't know what to say about this, except we seem to be safe for the
					
				

				
					
						mo-ment. There's battery power. We may have landed somehow, but this young fellow here says he saw us get
					
				

				
					
						hijacked by,a flying saucer. Yes, you heard me right. He says we're inside it. How should I know? Keep everyone
					
				

				
					
						buckled in until further notice. Yourself and the teacher included. All right?"
					
				

				
					
						"All right," she said. Indicating Charlie, she said, "I suggest you keep this one in here." She left.
					
				

				
					
						The sign outside changed to:
					
				

				
					
						WARNING
					
				

				
					
						PREPARE FOR ACCELERATION ACCELERATION BEGINS IN 125 SECONDS
					
				

				
					
						DIRECTION FORWARD
					
				

				
					
						RATE 19.5 METERS SECOND
					
				

				
					
						DURATION 1444 SECONDS
					
				

				
					
						THANK YOU FOR YOUR COOPERATION
					
				

				
					
						"Informative sonsabitches, aren't they?" said Peake, who had returned to the cockpit. The first number on the sign
					
				

				
					
						began to count backward.
					
				

				
					
						"What's it mean?" Milanovitch asked.
					
				

				
					
						"It means they don't have artificial gravity," Charlie said.
					
				

				
					
						"What?" Milanovitch said.
					
				

				
					
						"It also means they're going to take us away now," Charlie said. "They're warning us to get ready for, for, the blast-off.
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