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			It is difficult to say what is impossible, 

			for the dream of yesterday is the hope of today 

			and the reality of tomorrow. 

			—Robert Goddard
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			CHAPTER 1

			In the dark of early morning, Thomas was jolted off the ground where he’d fallen asleep the previous night. A strange and sinister vibration unlike anything he’d ever felt ran through his body. A moment later, he felt the enormous heat of the laser and glanced back to see the beam of blue light, thick as a small branch, coming straight at him. Accompanied by a snake-like hiss, it caused everything in its path to explode into fire. His first thought was of Eno, trapped in the cable car a few feet away, disabled by the broken leg he’d suffered in Washington. 

			Thomas leapt to his feet, climbed onto the platform, and threw open the doors. His wounded navigator was curled in the corner, still in the throes of waking up. But before Thomas could warn him of the Mastership, its laser beam reached the cable car and began to slice its way down the middle of the steel cabin, separating them. 

			“Can you run?” Thomas said.

			“Run?” Eno said. “I can barely walk with this cast on my leg!”

			“Okay,” Thomas said. “I’ll try to divert them!”

			Thomas jumped out the back of the cable car as the laser finished cutting it in half. As it did, he caught a glimpse of the cockpit, where High Governor Balthazar was flanked by Bron the Interrogator and Thomas’s arch nemesis, Varik. He hit the ground running, ducking into the thickest section of the forest as the ship followed, leaving a trail of smoke and fire. He thought that if he could make it to the bay, the laser would be useless on the water. But the last thing he wanted was to lure the Martian ship to the brink of the sleeping city. 

			No, he’d somehow need to outrun it.

			

			Thomas dropped into the steepest section of the mountainside, picking up speed, and for a few moments gained ground. He began to zizag back and forth, forcing the big ship into the same maneuver, as it cut a series of Zs behind him. Thomas ran past one of the clusters of boulders that dotted the landscape and noticed that the Mastership took a wider turn than usual. He recalled the escape attempts made by the Returners on Mars, where the ship wouldn’t follow them into the Valles canyons due to the risk posed by its granite walls. He knew from Luke that its navigation system would automatically retreat if there was the slightest chance of danger to the high governor. 

			He spotted the largest cluster of boulders and sprinted toward it. He heard the pitch of the Mastership abruptly change and glanced back to see it hover in place. For a moment, it appeared as if his plan had worked. But then the ship’s rear hatch opened and deposited a half dozen Commandos on all-terrain bikes. They separated into two flanks and raced through the thick trees. In moments, they surrounded him, leaving nowhere to run. 

			The Mastership moved into position directly above him, and Bron’s distinctive voice boomed from the loudspeaker. 

			“On your knees, hands in the air, now!” 

			Thomas had no choice but to obey. As his knees touched the ground, he expected the Commandos to move in, but no one budged.

			Finally, the Mastership descended over Thomas, the purr of its engine increasing to an angry roar. It hovered twenty feet over his head and the laser door blinked open like the eye of some mechanical cyclops. Bron looked down at Thomas with his notoriously dark eyes, then gave him a quick wave, as if to say goodbye and good riddance. 

			With that, a blinding shaft of light seared through his brain.

			—

			

			Thomas woke on the cold ground, heart thumping, and looked up to see that the Mastership’s laser was merely a shaft of sunlight slashing through the trees. A Steller’s Jay, the small blue bird that had been watching him since he first landed on Earth, looked down from an overhead branch as if to assure him there was no danger. That done, it flew into the sky, revealing a sunny day with the only sound being a rhythmic hush of waves on the beach below. So vivid was his dream that he checked the cable car to see if it was intact. Sitting a few feet away, it was still in one piece.

			He inhaled a deep breath of morning air and expelled it with relief.

			But then the events of the previous night came back to him. Elly at her house, the bus ride from the city, the FBI agents following, the gunshots and knockout gas, and finally, the discovery of the Mastership, here on Earth with the sole purpose of finding him. 

			He may have escaped the ship in his dream, but for all he knew the real thing was still here, searching for him right now. 

			Thomas reached for the tiny holograph around his neck, the one given to him by Josef and Lina back at the Returner Compound. It reminded him that his father, along with Ignatius and seventeen orphans, were all depending on him to complete his mission. 

			He needed to make a decision fast. 

			A voice startled him. “Are you all right?”

			Thomas looked up to see Eno, still wearing the cast on his leg, standing on the platform.

			“Did you sleep out there, on the ground?”

			Thomas brushed a few leaves from his face and stood up. “Looks that way.”

			“Any particular reason?”

			“Yeah,” Thomas said, trying to figure out how to tell Eno what happened without sending him into panic mode. “Got back from Elly’s late and didn’t want to wake you.”

			

			“I heard you a few minutes ago but you were still sleeping. You were making strange sounds, and your feet were moving, as if you were running. Were you having one of your spasms?”

			“A dream, yeah.” 

			“It didn’t seem like a positive experience.”

			“No, it was one of the bad ones, what they call nightmares.”

			“Ah. I had no idea there was more than one variety.”

			Thomas rubbed the sleep from his face and pushed himself to his knees.

			“I suppose we should make some sort of plan to get on with the mission, now that Elly’s home safely,” Eno said.

			“Actually, we have a little problem.”

			“Do you really mean a little problem, or are we talking a huge predicament?”

			“That depends,” Thomas said, mustering as much calm as possible.

			“On what?”

			“Whether the Mastership is still where I saw it last night.”

			Eno’s good eye widened in disbelief. “You saw the Mastership here, on Earth?”

			“It was hidden in the woods on the other side of the road.”

			“Are you absolutely positive?”

			“Big spaceship, covered in dielectric material, armed with laser cannon? Yeah, I’m pretty sure that was it.”

			“Did you see any Commandos?” 

			“No, luckily for me they were distracted by the FBI agents.” 

			“The FBI was there too?”

			“They followed my bus, after I dropped Elly off.”

			“Where are they now?”

			“I’m not sure. I was up a tree when I heard gunfire, and then the Commandos shot off a smoke bomb. When I climbed down, the FBI guys were out cold.”

			“What happened to the Commandos?”

			“They went in the other direction, looking for me.”

			

			Eno carefully lowered himself into a sitting position on the cable car and tried to slow down his increasingly rapid breathing. Thomas climbed up and sat next to him.

			“This is disastrous,” Eno said. “The Station doesn’t have any time travel technology, so there’s only one way they could’ve gotten it.”

			“I know,” Thomas said. “Ignatius would never have given it to them willingly.”

			“They must’ve used neuro-interrogation.”

			Thomas knew that Ignatius was now in the custody of Bron and the high governor. “That may explain the time travel,” he said. “But how did they know where we were?”

			“They had to have the Alpha Link, too.” 

			“What’s that?”

			“A device that tracks our location in space-time. Ignatius showed it to me during one of my training sessions. He was hoping to use it to monitor our progress, but they must’ve gotten their hands on that as well.”

			“So, what you’re saying is that they can follow us anywhere we go?”

			“Basically, yes.”

			“So, why haven’t they found us yet?” 

			“The link is complicated to use and can only locate the Time Globe at a radius of twenty-two miles. And remember, the Commandos have no knowledge of Earth geography.”

			“Can you imagine them walking around San Francisco looking for a couple kids from Mars?” Thomas said. “People will think they’re lunatics.”

			Eno almost smiled. “Not only that, but they’ll be expecting to find the Time Globe in the shuttle, not a cable car, which they wouldn’t know if they fell over it.”

			“Right,” Thomas said. “But we still need to find out if the Mastership’s here, and the sooner the better.”

			“How do you intend to do that?”

			“I’ll go down to where I saw it last night and use the Tetrascope.”

			

			“The Tetrascope?” 

			“It has a discovery beam that can detect a human heartbeat at ten miles.”

			Thomas pulled out the Tetrascope and pointed it at Eno. It beeped loudly. 

			“You’re alive,” Thomas smiled.

			“Tell that to my leg,” Eno said, tapping his cast. 

			“How’s it feeling?” 

			“Dead. Like it’s been asleep for days.”

			“Well, it sort of has been. The alliance doctor in New York said the calcium infusion would cause that. It’s the accelerated healing. It should feel better when we take off of the cast.”

			Thomas unfastened the clips on his cast, then pulled it apart and tossed it to the side.

			“Think you can walk?”

			“I can try.”

			Thomas helped Eno into a standing position. He took a step but wobbled. “It’ll probably take awhile until you’re at full strength. We should get you a cane until then.”

			Thomas hopped off the platform and located a branch lying on the ground, then measured it against Eno’s waist. “Here, this should do. Why don’t you take a few practice laps around the cable car while I go check for the Mastership? I’ll be back before you know it.”

			“Don’t take any unnecessary chances.”

			But Thomas had already disappeared into the woods.

			After a few minutes, he reached the edge of the tree line and peered out at the fire road that ran up and down the mountainside. He pulled out the Tetrascope, activated its sensor, and aimed it toward the highway. He heard a soft rumble followed by a slight beep. 

			“Truck driver,” Thomas thought to himself. 

			He moved the Tetrascope in a semi-circular motion. 

			Not a beep.

			

			Holding the Tetrascope like a flashlight, he continued down the hill until he could hear the buzz of light traffic. He waited for a few trucks to pass, then darted across the road to the bus stop where he’d gotten off the night before. And then he entered the section of woods where he’d found the Mastership.

			In less than a minute, he reached the clearing. The two FBI agents that had engaged the Commandos were no longer on the ground. The surrounding trees were stained yellow from the smoke bomb and the only sound was a rustle of branches from the morning breeze. Thomas carefully moved toward the spot where he encountered the Mastership. The discovery beam didn’t make a sound, but Thomas knew that the ship’s shell, which was strong enough to stop a laser weapon, might prevent it from functioning. And since the Mastership was always camouflaged by its surroundings, he’d probably need to get close enough to touch it. 

			He continued along, until he reached the spot where he’d nearly impaled himself on the ship’s probe. He gently pulled back one of the larger branches to see…nothing. 

			The Mastership was gone.

			Thomas turned off the Tetrascope. But as he did, he heard something moving in the woods behind him. Perhaps it was an animal of some sort. Then he heard it again, more clearly. It was footsteps. Thomas held up the Tetrascope, and it began to pulse. 

			Using it as a guide, he made his way forward until he noticed a set of fresh footprints in the moist morning ground. It must be one of the FBI agents, he thought, possibly wounded or disoriented. Thomas knew he should run, but he also needed to find out who it was.

			The beeping began to accelerate. 

			The signal was leading him directly toward a large tree about twenty yards away. 

			He turned off the Tetrascope and slid it into his pocket, knowing he might need to have both hands free if he had to defend himself. He rubbed his thumbs against the Q-Rings on his fingers, just in case. But after several seconds, whoever was behind the tree didn’t move. If it were someone meaning him harm, Thomas reasoned, there was no reason to remain hidden. 

			“Who’s there?” he said.

			A moment passed, and a young man stumbled into the clearing. His hair was matted, and his face blackened with dried mud. He collapsed onto the ground.

			Thomas hurried to his side and knelt over him. The mud made the stranger unrecognizable, until he saw the tip of a distinctive scar, and couldn’t quite believe his eyes.

			“Josef?”

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Josef opened his eyes through the caked dirt.

			“Thomas!” he coughed. “It’s you.”

			“I’m sorry, Josef. I didn’t recognize you until I saw your scar.”

			“I guess my time in the Mirror Factory finally paid off.” 

			Thomas could see that Josef’s uniform was damp.

			“You’re wet.”

			“I got lost in the dark and fell into some water. Not used to that where we come from, huh?”

			Thomas took off his sweatshirt and wrapped it around Josef like a blanket. “You’ve been out here all night?”

			“Since sundown.”

			Thomas pulled a candy bar Elly had given him last night out of his pocket. He tore off the wrapping and handed it to Josef. “You must be starving. Here, eat this. It’ll give you some energy.”

			Josef took a bite. 

			“I take it you came here on the Mastership?”

			“We landed at dawn yesterday with a group of twenty Redshirts.”

			“Redshirts?”

			“A youth brigade formed by Bron after you escaped. They needed extra men after the fighting broke out, so they recruited a bunch of Varik’s friends. But Bron wanted someone besides Varik to make positive identification, and since you helped us escape back on Mars, they took me. Once we got here, Varik led one group while I was assigned to a second, but luckily I—”

			Thomas held up a hand to signal to him to stop talking. In the silence they could hear a car slow down and stop. He knew the FBI could return at any moment. 

			

			“You can fill me in later. C’mon, we need to get out of here.”

			Thomas helped Josef up, and they headed toward the road where the FBI car was indeed parked but empty. They darted across the road and started up toward the ridge. Invigorated by the candy, Josef quickly regained his energy and they soon arrived at the cable car.

			“Here we are,” Thomas said.

			Josef looked at the cable car with curiosity. 

			“Strange, I know. We lost our shuttle and this is our substitute.”

			He opened the door to find Eno kneeling over the Time Globe, cleaning its outer sphere with one of the towels from the alliance hospital.

			“Hey Eno, we’ve got a visitor.”

			Eno turned around, completely perplexed.

			“Say hello to Josef. I don’t think you two ever met.”

			“No. I saw you on the Magnum Screen during your escape, but haven’t had the pleasure.” 

			“Nice to meet you,” Josef said.

			Eno turned to Thomas for an explanation. “How in the world…?”

			“The Mastership brought him along to identify me, but he escaped.”

			“I came across some large animals,” Josef explained. “Five or six, with horns.”

			“Deer,” Thomas said, recalling Eno’s run-in with the baby version during the retrieval of the shuttle mirrors in Muir Woods. “You remember them, don’t you, Eno?”

			“Yes,” Eno nodded sheepishly. “I’m familiar with the species.”

			“They seemed harmless, but the Commandoes were terrified and ran off.”

			Thomas grabbed a bottle of water and a cellophane-wrapped sandwich he’d brought from New York and handed them to Josef, along with the extra clothes Elly had bought for him.

			“Here, these should fit you.”

			

			“Thanks.”

			“Where are the Commandos now?” Eno said.

			“Gone. Our orders were to return by daybreak in case things got worse on the Station.”

			“Worse?” Thomas and Eno said.

			“The Redshirts came through the Boys’ Quarters and arrested anybody who might know anything about your escape, including your friend Poke. When they put the place on lockdown, riots broke out.”

			“How did they get you?” Thomas said.

			“They invaded the Returner Compound the same night. A lot of the men got away with the women and children, but I stayed to protect Lina and got captured.”

			“What about Ignatius?” Eno said.

			“They took him first.” 

			Eno gave Thomas a look of concern, but before he could speak, Elly’s cellphone rang.

			Thomas reached into his backpack and pulled it out. “Elly?”

			Eno heard Elly’s voice in the background but could only make out the word “problem.”

			“Yeah, we had one here, too. After I left you last night, I was followed by the FBI. I got away but ran into the Station’s Mastership. They brought a friend of mine to identify me. He’s with us now.” 

			Eno could hear Elly’s voice rise with urgency. 

			“Sure,” Thomas said. “Go ahead.”

			Thomas repeated her instructions. “Take the Chinatown Gate three blocks to the Tin How Temple, turn right to the Sing Fat Building, left down the alley to the Golden Dragon. Got it.”

			Thomas hung up. 

			“The Golden Dragon?” Eno said.

			“It’s the restaurant she told us about, where she and her father have Sunday dinner.”

			

			“Who’s Elly?” Josef asked, completely baffled. “And what’s a restaurant?”

			“Long story,” Thomas said. “We’ll explain on the ferry.”

			“What’s the—”

			Eno cut him off. “Trust me, you don’t want to know.” 

			—

			An hour later, Thomas, Eno, and Josef boarded the ferry for the trip to the city. Josef, who knew even less about Earth than Eno, was awestruck by the vast expanse of water they were about to cross. As they found front-row seats on the upper deck, Josef shifted in his seat nervously.

			“Don’t worry,” Eno said, “It’s actually quite safe.”

			“You must have lots of questions,” Thomas said. “Where should we start?” 

			“At the beginning, if you don’t mind.”

			Over the churn of the boat cutting through the water, Thomas told Josef how his father had built a Biosphere in the mountains to save a group of orphans from the floods that ravaged the Earth. He told him how his father had come up with a plan for him to time travel back in order to transport them to a future when the planet was again habitable, how he and Eno landed here forty-seven years too early, met Elly, and how she helped them get the cable car after their shuttle had been discovered. Finally, he told him how Elly had become their friend and guide on the mission.

			When Thomas was finished, Josef could only shake his head at the astonishing story. “It’s amazing you’ve survived,” Josef said.

			“Eno’s been a great Navigator and Protector for me, and Elly’s been one for both of us.” 

			A horn sounded as the ferry slowed and approached the dock. Josef looked out at the towering skyline, awestruck. “What is that?”

			Thomas smiled. “Welcome to San Francisco.”

			

			Just before ten o’clock, a taxi delivered them to the Chinatown Gate, a massive arch that served as the official entrance to the neighborhood. Thomas took a moment to locate the two lion sculptures that framed the entrance. “This must be it. Elly said the lions are there to guard against evil spirits,” he said, leading them through the green-tiled arch and into the streets, which were already bustling with people, many with cameras around their necks. 

			“This is Chinatown,” Thomas said. 

			“So, these people are the Chinese?” Josef said.

			“No, they’re mainly tourists. Or as Elly would say, another nationality altogether.”

			Eno nodded. “As you’ll soon discover, Elly has a strong opinion about everything.”

			Thomas led them down the street, weaving in and out of the crowds like an experienced tour guide. After a few blocks, he stopped. “Here’s the Tin How Temple.” In a few minutes, they arrived at the Sing Fat building and turned down the alley. A neon dragon, not unlike the inflated version on the river outside New York, marked the doorway. 

			“Elly said we should meet her inside,” Thomas said. 

			He led them into the dark restaurant, the shades still drawn against the morning sun. It was empty, except for someone sitting near the front window. Elly waved and the boys hurried to a circular booth and slid inside. A steaming pot of tea sat in the middle of the table, accompanied by four small cups.

			“Josef, this is Elly,” Thomas said.

			“Welcome to Earth,” Elly said, then smiled at Thomas. “I always wanted to say that.”

			“Why did you want us to meet here of all places?” Eno said.

			“First off, it’s safe. Second, it’s private. They don’t open until eleven, but my dad’s been best friends with the owner, Mr. Chang, ever since they were kids. He’s my godfather. I told him I was hosting some exchange students who might have to go home sooner than expected and he opened early for us. I don’t suppose you’ve ever had tea?” 

			“I have,” Thomas said. “Ignatius let me try some of his.”

			Elly poured them each a cup. “It helps digestion, calm thinking, and good decision making. I’m assuming we’re going to need at least two out of three.”

			“Why don’t you start with your problem,” Thomas said. “Then we’ll tell you ours.”

			“I had a visit this morning from our FBI friends. Fortunately, my dad was already at work.”

			“So, the agents, they weren’t wounded?”

			“Not unless you consider a Band-Aid on the forehead of the short one a wound. And the tall one was perfectly fine. He wanted to know if I’d been in touch with my friends from Iceland. But I stuck to my story that you went back home. What about your friends from Mars?”

			“They went home, too,” Thomas said. “From what Josef tells us, they’re needed to help quell the rebellion.”

			“The what?” Elly asked.

			Thomas turned to Josef for the explanation.

			“As word spread about Thomas’s mission, a revolt broke out at the Station. Their plan is to bring him back and try him for treason.”

			“Treason?” Elly said, stunned. “Isn’t that a bit extreme?”

			“The high governor believes Thomas is trying to restart a civilization on Earth in direct conflict with the values of Martian society.” 

			“He’s obsessed with the notion,” Eno nodded.

			“Treason’s a big deal here on Earth,” Elly said. “You can get the death penalty.”

			“On Mars, you’re set adrift,” Josef said. “That’s what they did to my friend Zev.”

			“When you say ‘adrift’ you mean…?”

			

			“Sent into space with no means to stabilize yourself,” Eno explained. “To make it even worse, they add a double supply of oxygen to prolong the suffering. If you’re fortunate, you get hit by an asteroid before the hypoxia sets in.”

			“That’s horrific,” Elly said. 

			A waiter appeared out of the darkness pushing a cart on wheels. He stopped at their booth and lifted a circular tray of food onto their tabletop. Like the tea, it gave off a cloud of steam. 

			“I figured you’d all be hungry,” Elly said, “so I went ahead and ordered some dim sum. The dumplings are filled with chicken, pork—you name it. I also recommend the steamed buns and Har grow. The good news is you don’t have to use chopsticks.”

			Elly reached out and plucked a dumpling out of one of the steamer baskets, using her thumb and middle finger. “There’s something for everyone.”

			Eno wrinkled his nose in revulsion.

			“Well, almost everyone,” she said. “Dig in.”

			Thomas and Josef reached for the dim sum as Eno smelled his tea.

			“So,” Elly said, “what’s the plan?”

			“I’m not sure,” Thomas said. “But with Ignatius in captivity, I can’t see abandoning him.”

			“I respectfully disagree,” Eno said. “As much as we care about Ignatius’s fate, our first priority is still the mission. I think Ignatius himself would concur.”

			“How about you, Josef?” Elly said. “Do you have a point of view on all this?”

			Josef seemed surprised that anyone would ask his opinion. “I know how important the mission is,” he said, “but if anything happens to Lina, my life wouldn’t be worth living. If there’s any way you could manage to take me back to the Station, I’d be eternally grateful.”

			“Lina is Josef’s female partner,” Thomas said. “They tried to escape together.”

			

			“They dragged her out of my arms,” Josef said. “I tried to fight them off, but one of the Commandos kicked me in the head and I lost consciousness. That’s the last I saw of her.”

			“I’m sorry,” Elly said. “Could she also be…set adrift?”

			“She’ll be questioned first,” Eno said. “which is punishment in itself. They’ve developed a technique of neuro-interrogation for use on captured Returners.”

			“Is that like torture?” Elly asked.

			“I’m not familiar with that term,” Eno said. “They induce unconsciousness and monitor neurological activity until they find what they’re looking for.”

			“Yeah,” Elly said. “That definitely qualifies.”

			“We have to assume they’ve already done it to Ignatius,” Thomas said. “That’s the only way they could’ve gotten the information about time travel in order to follow us.”

			“What happens to people after they’ve been interrogated?” 

			“The timeline is short—a week at most,” Eno said. “After that they rarely regain neurological function.”

			“So, they’re zombies,” Elly said.

			“Not familiar with that term either. Suffice to say they’re reduced to a vegetative state.”

			“Some live in the Returner Compound,” Josef said. “They just sit and stare into space.”

			“So, what you’re saying is that if they’re not rescued fast, it’s pretty much over.”

			“Yes,” Eno said flatly.

			“I guess that makes the decision pretty simple then.” 

			“I agree,” Eno said. “It’s pointless to return.” 

			“That’s not what I meant,” Elly said. “I think you have to go back into the lion’s den.”

			“Whose den?” Eno said.

			“Big terrifying animal,” Elly said. “King of the jungle.”

			

			“Eno,” Thomas said, impatiently. “We’ve already been gone for five days. We only have forty-eight hours to save them.”

			“It’s the least we can do,” Elly said.

			“We?” Eno repeated. “Does that mean you’ll be coming along?” 

			“Of course,” Elly said, patting the stuffed backpack next to her. “Sooner or later the FBI will want to take me in for questioning, so I need to get out of town for a while. This way I can at least help you guys. I’m sure you could you use another hand.”

			“Elly, this is not like anything you might run into on Earth,” Thomas said. “Our Commandos are ruthless, and Bron is even worse.”

			“On a scale of one to being eaten alive by megalodons, they can’t be worse than that. Besides, we’re also talking about the fate of my planet. I think I deserve to have a say in it.” 

			Thomas looked to Eno, who shrugged with resignation.

			“That settles it then,” Thomas said.

			“If we’re going back to Mars,” Eno said, “we’ll need hazard suits.”

			“There’s a surplus store on Powell that sells stuff like that. Anything else?” 

			“Yeah,” Thomas said. “Is it possible to take this food to go?”

			Elly smiled. “I think we can arrange that.”

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			With one arm looped through her backpack, Elly took a cautious step outside the Golden Dragon. Thomas followed with Eno and Josef on his heels. When they got to the mouth of the alley, Elly inserted a thin metal rod, fashioned from an everyday wire hanger, into her backpack. On top of it was a small mirror attached by tape.

			“What’s that?” Thomas said.

			“I rigged a rearview to make sure we’re not being followed. Those FBI guys are relentless.”

			Led by Elly, the four of them started weaving through the dense crowd. In minutes, they passed through the Chinatown Gate and Elly hailed a cab. They rode south, into the same neighborhood as the hardware store where she’d taken Thomas and Eno the day they arrived on Earth. It was hard to believe that had only been a week earlier. The cab dropped them in front of a storefront with the words “Army/Navy” painted on the window.

			“Is this a military facility?” Josef said.

			“No, just a store that sells military surplus goods. Otherwise I wouldn’t shop here. I don’t believe in armies. Or navies, for that matter.”

			They entered the store and approached the man behind the counter. He was bald with a beard that ran down to the top of his chest and wore a black denim shirt with the sleeves cut off at the shoulders. Multi-colored snake tattoos ran around both arms, with their fang-bearing heads on the back of his hands. The name tag pinned to his shirt read: Destroyer.

			“How can I help you?” he asked with a politeness that belied his appearance.

			

			“I have a list,” Elly said, removing her phone from her pocket.

			She handed him the phone to read. 

			“Hazmat suits?”

			“One for each of us,” Elly said. 

			“Level A for radiation,” Thomas said, “with full face piece, air respirators, and internal two-way radios. We’ll also need steel-toe boots, camouflage clothes, and extreme cold-weather gear.”

			“Where you going, the moon?” Destroyer said.

			“Actually,” Eno said, “about two hundred times farther.” 

			“Okay,” he said, as if it were a perfectly normal thing to say. “All the camo gear is against the back wall, along with the boots. Dressing room’s right next to it. We keep the hazmats in storage downstairs. I’ll grab some and be right back.”

			Elly led the boys to the camouflage section, which included not only shirts and pants, but hats, vests, and even underwear. She picked out a shirt and pants.

			“I know my size, but you guys might want to try some stuff on while I keep an eye on the street to make sure our friends from the FBI don’t decide to come shopping.”

			Thomas watched Elly head to the front window while Josef joined him.

			“She’s amazing, that girl,” Josef said. “Reminds me of Lina. I take it you two…” 

			“We’re just friends,” Thomas said, blushing.

			“Sure.” Josef smiled. “That’s how it starts.”

			Thomas grabbed some camo pants and a shirt. “I’m going to try this stuff on,” he said, and disappeared into the dressing room, still red-faced from Josef’s comment. In truth, it wasn’t the first time it occurred to him that his feelings for Elly were unusual. He’d sensed it when they first met, then again in New York. And when he left her off at her house after they returned, he was aware of the emptiness he felt at their separation. He remembered how the prospect of continuing the mission without her had produced a dull ache in his chest—one that didn’t lift until she’d announced her intention to rejoin them. Perhaps Josef was right that their friendship was growing into something more. If only he understood what that was. 

			His ringing phone jarred him out of his reverie. 

			“Elly?”

			Her voice was calm but urgent. “They’re here.”

			Thomas hurried to join her, standing behind a large mannequin of a combat-ready soldier.

			She gestured toward the street. “Their car’s parked at the corner, in front of that taco place. The tall one’s behind the wheel. The shorter one is just coming out of the restaurant.”

			Thomas looked out to see the smaller FBI agent approaching the car with a bag in one hand, a drink in the other. “How do you think they found us?”

			“They must’ve been working with the plumbers.”

			“The plumbers?”

			“Check out the other end of the block.”

			Elly pointed to a small blue van. Written across the side in large yellow letters was “Sunset Plumbing.” Two dark-skinned men were sitting in front.

			“It was the only car on my whole block this morning, parked in front of the Cohens’. I noticed two guys sitting inside, talking. I should’ve known.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“After last night when they chased you in the woods, they know that you know they’re following you. And since they tracked you from my house, they know I’m covering for you. So, they brought in a pair of guys neither of us would recognize.”

			“I wonder why they don’t just arrest us?”

			“Because we haven’t committed any crime. All they really know is that you’ve got something to do with the mystery shuttle. I guess they want to see where we’re going to help them figure out what we’re up to.”

			

			“What do you think we should do?” Thomas said.

			“I guess we could split up, try to make a run for it. But Eno can’t do that on his bad leg, and Josef doesn’t know his way around.”

			“We can’t just let them keep following us.”

			“No,” Elly said. “We need to disable their vehicles.”

			“If I could get close enough, I could try and cut their axel with my laser.”

			“That’s a bit extreme,” Elly said. “But since we’re in an army/navy store, I have another idea. C’mon.”

			Thomas and Elly hurried to the back of the store as Destroyer reappeared carrying four silver hazmat suits with outer aluminized shells.

			“I’ve only got small and large, so I brought two of each.”

			“They should do fine,” Elly said. 

			“Anything else I can get you?”

			“Actually, there is one more thing.”

			“What’s that?”

			“A forty-caliber ninja blowgun with a package of terminator spikes.”

			—

			Minutes later, Thomas, Eno, Elly, and Josef convened behind the soldier mannequin, their gear now packed in two large duffel bags. 

			Thomas peered out the window to check on the FBI agents. “Both cars are still there.” 

			Elly checked her watch. “The cab should be here any minute.”

			Thomas nodded. “Josef, if you can carry the duffel with the hazmat suits and the rest of the clothes, we’ll take the other one.”

			“No problem,” Josef said.

			“I can carry something,” Eno protested.

			“The last thing we want is for you to trip and re-break your leg,” Thomas said. “Besides, you need to concentrate on the taxi.”

			“Shall we go over it once more?” Elly asked.

			

			“It’s hardly complicated,” Eno said, slightly offended. “Josef and I proceed three blocks, to the corner of Castro and Church Streets, where we wait for you.”

			“Make sure the cab is pointed north,” Elly added, “so we can drive straight to the bridge. You remember what to tell the driver, or should I write it down?”

			“That won’t be necessary,” Eno said, as the taxi pulled up in front.

			“Here’s your ride,” Thomas said. “Good luck.”

			Eno and Josef went out the front door and got into the cab. Thomas and Elly watched as it pulled out. A moment later, the plumbing van followed. 

			“So far, so good,” Elly said.

			“Are you sure you’re all right with this?” Thomas asked.

			“Why wouldn’t I be?”

			“You said the FBI couldn’t arrest us because we haven’t committed a crime. I have to think what we’re about to do officially qualifies.”

			“Probably. But I don’t see any other way, do you?”

			“Let me do it alone. Whatever happens, they can hold me responsible.”

			“Thomas, you have no experience with this kind of weapon.”

			“Like you said, all it requires is strong lungs, and I’ve got those. Besides, isn’t blowing darts just another version of throwing darts?” 

			“You got me there,” Elly said.

			She unzipped the duffel and pulled out the blowgun, which was the size of a flute. A thin leather shoulder strap dangled from its ends. 

			He slid the blowgun over his shoulder while Elly pulled out the pack of four-inch terminator spikes. She slid one into the end of the blowgun and handed the rest to Thomas, who slid the other three into the front flap of his camo shirt. 

			“Ready when you are,” Thomas said.

			

			Elly adjusted the rearview mirror on the backpack then slid it over her shoulder. She grabbed the duffel bag and went out the door toward the FBI car on the opposite side of the street. 

			Thomas watched as she passed the FBI car. Elly glanced over at the two agents and paused for a moment, as if she recognized them. 

			It was Thomas’s signal. 

			Elly continued down the street with one eye on the rearview mirror mounted on her backpack. The FBI agents were still watching. She adjusted her mirror to see Thomas exit the store and dash across the street, disappearing between two parked cars. Satisfied that he was in position, she turned the corner and was out of sight.

			Crouching low, Thomas moved from his hiding spot between the parked cars and onto the sidewalk. Then he crawled toward the FBI car. When he was twenty feet away, he got into a kneeling position and slid the blowgun from his shoulder. Holding it with both hands, he aimed it at the rear tire of the FBI car. After holding his breath for three full seconds, as Elly suggested, he blew with all his strength. The steel spike shot out of the tube and glanced off the side of the tire. 

			He pulled a second spike from his shirt, loaded it, and aimed again. This time, it landed on the outer edge of the tire. For good measure, he tried a third spike, which hit the other tire smack in the middle. 

			He slid the blowgun back over his shoulder and stepped into the street.

			Walking slowly, he crossed directly in front of the FBI agents. As he did, they started the car and began to pull out. Thomas broke into a run, and the FBI car was forced to turn around on the narrow street. By the time it did, he’d rounded the corner to where Elly was waiting.

			“I got both tires,” he said. 

			“Sweet,” she said. 

			

			They took off, running straight downhill. Within seconds, a car screeched behind them, and they looked back to see the FBI car, flapping loudly, its rear tires almost flat. As they reached the next block, they glanced back to see the two FBI agents pull over, jump out of the car, and proceed on foot. They turned at the next corner onto Castro Street, where a cab was parked. Elly gestured across the street to the Sunset Plumbing van. Thomas dropped into a crouch, loaded a spike into the blowgun. He aimed at the back tire and blew. The spike made a direct hit.

			“You’re a natural with that thing,” Elly said.

			Thomas pulled the last spike out of his front pocket. “I should do the other tire.”

			“No time!” Elly yelled, as the two FBI agents appeared around the corner.

			They ran toward the cab, its engine now idling. Thomas threw himself into the back seat with Eno and Josef while Elly took the front seat next to the driver.

			“Can you go as fast as possible? We’re late for—”

			“I know, I know,” the driver said. “Your little pal already told me…”

			The cab pulled out as the FBI agents jumped into the plumbing van, which started to follow but abruptly stopped in the middle of the block. The van driver jumped out to check the rear tire and was quickly joined by the other three agents. Elly sat back in her seat and took a deep breath.

			The taxi driver glanced over at her with a sympathetic smile. “Don’t worry kid. They won’t start the wedding without the ring bearer.”

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Elly gave the taxi driver an extra ten dollars to take them up the fire road and all the way to the ridge, where they got out.

			The driver waved as he made a U-turn and started back down the mountain. “Congratulate the bride and groom for me,” he called out.

			Thomas led them along the ridge path toward the cable car. Eno’s leg, which only hours before was stiff, had already become more flexible, and they made the thirteen-minute walk in almost half the time.

			They hurried inside the cabin and shut the platform door, sealing out the sunlight. Josef dropped the big duffel and Elly handed out the hazmat suits. They all fit reasonably well, with the exception of Eno’s, which gathered around his ankles like a pair of tiny parachutes. 

			“I should start programming the globe,” Eno said.

			“Where exactly do you plan to land?” Josef asked.

			“Good question,” Eno said, turning to Thomas for an answer. 

			“We need to get to the Returner Compound and assess the situation first. From there we can figure out the best way to travel to the Station.”

			“The Ramjets patrol the whole area now,” Josef said, “so I’d aim for the Tharsis Rise. It has lots of small craters if we need to stay out of sight.”

			“I doubt I can put us in a location that exact,” Eno said. “The globe is designed for Earth, not Mars.”

			“Do your best,” Thomas said, using his wrist pod to project a grid map of Mars against the darkened cabin wall. “Josef, you said the Returner Compound is deserted?”

			

			“It was when I was captured,” Josef said. “There’s a lot of rubble, so it may be hard to get around, but we should be able to get to the munitions cave.”

			“Munitions?” Elly said.

			“The Protectors hid some emergency weapons in one of the terra farms.”

			“Wow,” Elly said. “We’re going to use real weapons?”

			“I don’t think we have much choice,” Thomas said. “Let’s get going.”

			But as they started stowing the duffels, the low growl of an engine sounded outside. Thomas grabbed the binoculars and scrambled onto the roof, where he could see a small section of the highway. It was enough to reveal a car, with a light flashing on its roof.

			“See anything?” Elly asked, leaning out of the cable car.

			“A car, with a flashing light.” Thomas said. “Make that two…I mean, three.”

			“The FBI,” Elly said. “They must’ve gotten a look at the taxi’s license and called for back-up. Can you see where they’re going?”

			“Yeah, they’re coming up the road.”

			Thomas jumped off the roof and ducked inside as Eno made one last adjustment on the Time Globe. He started to close the platform door when he spotted several men in suits, running toward them on the ridge path. “Eno, time to go!”

			Eno nodded. “Counting down!”

			As the four of them got into position, Elly glanced at Thomas and smiled.

			“What?” Thomas said.

			“It’s hard to believe…I’m actually going to Mars.”

			The cable car began to spin, creating a ring of leafy debris across the bluff, obscuring the ocean below and the sky above. Thomas couldn’t help feeling slightly disheartened. He thought he’d left the red planet forever, and now here was, only a week later, going back. Elly held on tight and closed her eyes, and Thomas noticed that they entered the wormhole more slowly than previous time jumps. It was thick and sludgy, like galactic mud, as if the Time Globe were equally relunctant to return to Mars. 

			Thomas opened his eyes to see that Eno and Josef had slid to the opposite corners of the cable car, unconscious. Elly was leaning against his shoulder, no longer smiling. The time flies, unlike before, were a dark reddish hue, as if they reflected the surface of Mars itself. 

			Thomas listened for Ignatius’s voice but heard only a high-pitched moan, as if someone were in pain. It was soon drowned out by a loud crackling sound.

			Elly opened her eyes. “What’s that?”

			“It’s something hitting the mirrors,” Thomas said.

			Thomas peered through one of the small openings between the mirrors but couldn’t see a thing. As his eyes adjusted, he could make out a brown vortex swirling around them. “We’re in the middle of a dust devil.”

			“What’s that?” Elly asked.

			“Like one of your tornadoes. Only with sand.”

			Eno sat up. “Remember, Mars is basically one massive desert.”

			Josef opened his eyes and sat up. “Are we here?”

			“Yeah,” Thomas said. “Though I can’t exactly say where here is.” He opened one of the side panels, revealing the mass of dust. A hint of light appeared at the center, as if the sun were trying to force its way through. 

			“Will it pass?” Elly asked.

			“Eventually,” Thomas said. “But unlike the storms on Earth, these can last months.”

			“Months?” Elly repeated. 

			“Maybe less,” Thomas shrugged. “The problem is, there’s no way to know.”

			“So, I guess it doesn’t make any sense to wait it out.” Elly said.

			

			“Not unless we’re willing to starve to death,” Thomas said. “How’s your leg, Eno?”

			“Much better. I’d say it’s about eighty-nine percent. But I hope you’re not thinking about walking. The bigger devils can be five or six miles wide.”

			“He’s right,” Josef said. “There was a smaller one when we escaped. Lina and I were in the truck for most of it but had to go the last mile on foot. You can only see a few feet in front of you, so you’re walking blind. And the wind is incredibly strong, so it’s really slow going.”

			“Our wrist pods should show us where we are,” Thomas said.

			Eno pulled off his glove and checked. Several coordinates sprang to life. “According to this we’re at the northern end of Tharsis.”

			“Is that good?” Elly asked.

			“Yes and no,” Eno said. “It puts us just a few hundred miles from the Returner Compound, but we can only expect to cover a few miles per day. With the food and water we have, we can’t last more than a day or so.”

			Thomas turned back to the viewing panel. “I have an idea.”

			Eno turned to Josef. “This happens with regularity. We encounter trouble and Thomas comes up with a plan, usually involving the risk of life and limb.”

			“But it always seems to work,” Elly said.

			“I grant you we’ve been fortunate to this point,” Eno said. 

			“What are you thinking Thomas?” Elly said.

			“There’s a shelter between here and the compound called the Graveyard.”

			“Really?” Eno said. “That’s news to me.”

			“I saw it from the rocket car when we flew out to Olympus Mons the first time,” Thomas said. “You had your eyes closed, as I remember.”

			“Ah, yes.” Eno said, shrugging sheepishly.

			

			“It was the first staging ground for the Mars project, when the original group of workers arrived to build the Station. It’s been deserted for forty years, but the shelter should still be intact. It’s filled with old supply ships, so there’s a chance we could find a transport of some kind to take us the rest of the way.”
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