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Foiled Plans


“Yeah, baby!” I shouted as my snowboard carved around a stand of Scotch pines.


I glanced back to see Yolanda Aponte slice through a mogul of fresh powder, her skis kicking up a majestic rooster tail of snow. Farther back—much farther back—Bud Barclay crouched unsteadily over his gleaming red snowboard as he hit the same patch. Miraculously Bud managed to bounce through upright.


“Dude!” he yelled down at me. “No fair! We can’t keep up!”


“Really?” I shouted back.


I leaned hard and cut a sharp crescent in the soft, glittering swale, veering my board uphill. Then I really began to pick up speed.


Yes, you read right. I turned uphill . . . and started going faster.


“Cheater!” called Yo, laughing and carving to a sudden halt.


Bud screeched to a hockey-style stop next to Yo, whipped out his mini digital video camera, and trained it on me.


“Kids will freak when they see the digital captures I pull from this footage,” he called. “Dude, every snowboarder in Shopton will want a copy of next week’s Sentinel.”


Bud Barclay, my best friend since first grade, was the senior reporter for our high school newspaper, the Shopton Sentinel. He got a lot of journalistic mileage out of my inventions, which often led us to adventures in sometimes unusual places.


Suddenly my board clacked over an exposed rock, popping up hard. When I landed I caught an edge. I flopped face-first and did a brutal face-plant—the kind many a normal off-trail snowboarder has suffered up here in the wild Mount Shopton backcountry.


Of course I wasn’t your normal off-trail snowboarder.


Halfway into the flop I gave a quick yank on a control bar slung horizontally in front of me. Then, howling like an insane wolf, I lifted vertically. My legs kicked up, whipping my superlight board back under me in a graceful arc.


Just for fun, I pulled back harder on the bar.


This took me airborne over another jagged outcropping of rock. I kept pulling on the bar; I pitched straight up and felt my feet arc forward, then flip over my head. For a second the flip disoriented me, but I trusted my equipment and my instinct; I’d practiced this move many times. As I completed a full reverse 360-degree loop, the board touched down gently—yes, my friends, on the upslope side of the big boulder.


“Pure sweetness!” shouted Bud in delight, filming the whole maneuver.


“Nice!” called Yo.


She put thumb and forefinger to her mouth and blasted a whistle that no doubt triggered wildlife stampedes and avalanches for miles around. I admit it; I’m jealous. I’ve tried for years to imitate Yo’s whistle, but the best I can do is a pathetic, spitting noise that sounds like someone letting the air out of wet balloon.


So instead of returning the whistle, I rose thirty feet straight up in the air.
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Okay, readers—maybe I’ve kept you in suspense long enough.


No, I’m not superhuman. (Not yet anyway; I’m working on some pretty cool cybernetic devices that might help.) The horizontal bar I mentioned was the control bar of an ultralight foil kite that I’d been working on for nearly a year.


Maybe you’ve heard of snow-kiting; it’s been around awhile. But not quite like this. First, my kite was constructed of Swift-Foil, a revolutionary, light but rugged material that by itself would make the kite merely amazing. Second, with help from Yo and Ranjeet Patel, director of the Swift Enterprises computer lab, I’d also designed kite lines and a harness managed by a computerized avionics control bar. Just a twitch of the wrist could adjust the sail’s trim, letting me change speed and trajectory with remarkably accurate control. In fact my stunt loop was so easy I felt almost embarrassed at all the cheering and whistling.


“How’d the board hold up?” called Yo.


“Tough as nails!” I yelled back.


This trek also featured the debut of a new snowboard I’d designed: the SwiftBoard, light as a molded foam beach board but tougher than any snowboard you’ve ever seen. I’d made it superlight by injecting silicon oxide crystals instead of ordinary resin into the microscopic voids between the fibers.


I know, I know—you’re probably going, “Why didn’t I think of that?” I agree—it is pretty elementary. Hey, sometimes being a world-class inventor means just seeing the obvious. Anybody who knows the properties of silicon oxide might have done the same.


Anyway, I’d been down this wild western slope of Mount Shopton many times since Dad first brought me up here when I was ten. Casmir Trent, Dad’s bodyguard, would pilot the Swift Enterprises hovercraft, the SE-15, just under the summit and drop us above the tree line onto High Sentry Swale. Whooosh! Downhill we’d go, following a switchback course well known to backcountry skiers and boarders around here.


Over the years, Bud and Yo have been up here with me many times as well. But now here I was, hopscotching up and down the slope in a whole new way.


Bud and Yo waited as I caught a stiff upslope breeze, banked the kite around, and floated in place like a hawk riding a thermal. Then I pitched down to a gentle landing next to them. With a quick clockwise twist of the control bar, I activated a mechanism that folded up the kite.


Now I could stand next to Bud and Yo without getting blown away by a sudden gust.


“Looks like you’ve got a pretty feathery control touch there,” said Yo.


“It’s perfect,” I said. “Sister, your fine-tuning is right on the money.”


“Of course it is,” said Yo, creasing her eyebrows. “I wasn’t worried about the avionics.” She shot me a dry look. “I’m more concerned about pilot error.”


“Gee, thanks,” I said.


“Hey,” she said. “It’s not like you’ve never made an impulsive decision.”


Bud cleared his throat. He swiveled his minicam toward Yo.


“Question here!” he called out with the tone of a muckraking reporter rooting out scandal. “Are you suggesting that Tom Swift takes chances best described as rash, perhaps even . . . reckless?”


“Yes,” answered Yo. “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m suggesting.”


“Interesting allegations,” murmured Bud quietly.


“Plus he’s ugly,” said Yo, giving me an amused look.


Bud nodded. “Yes, my investigation has led me to that conclusion, but I’ll need confirmation on that from a second source.”


I grinned. “I’ll confirm that,” I said, raising my hand. “I’m ugly.”


“Excellent!” exclaimed Bud. He nodded and flicked off the minicam. “This story should blow the cover off the whole Tom Swift myth.”


Suddenly a series of beeps sounded from my wrist. I pulled back my ski jacket sleeve to reveal my minicom watch. The watch started coughing.


“Can I get some air here?” asked the watch in a choked voice.


We all looked at it for a second. It kept coughing.


“You okay there?” I asked the watch.


“Negative,” said the watch, now speaking in a hollow robotic voice. “Warning. Boot sector error. System reboot imminent.”


I rolled my eyes. “Come on, Q.U.I.P.,” I said. “Knock it off.”


“I’m preparing to fire the missiles now, Dave,” said the watch calmly, now sounding like HAL, the computer in 2001: A Space Odyssey.


Bud and Yo started laughing.


“Thank you,” said the watch in the voice of a normal male teen. “Thank you very much.”


I stared down at my watch . . . which of course was the current residence of the artificial intelligence entity known as Q.U.I.P., an acronym for Quantum Utilizing Interactive Processor.


“Don’t look at me like that,” said Q.U.I.P.


“Are you interrupting us for some good reason?” I asked.


“As a matter of fact, yes,” replied Q.U.I.P. “I have a very good reason for interrupting your horseplay.”


“Horseplay?” I repeated. “This is no horseplay. I have a serious purpose in testing this equipment today, as you well know.”


Q.U.I.P. hissed at me in a loud stage whisper. “Yes, I know, but . . . do they know?”


I glanced over at Bud and Yo. I said, “Uh, I told you guys about Mount Everest, right?”


Yo and Bud exchanged a look.


“No, Tom,” replied Bud. “I don’t believe you told us about Mount Everest.”


I smiled. “Well, I thought maybe we’d take the Swift Sub-Orbiter to Nepal on Monday,” I said. “You know . . . for the holidays.” I turned to Yo. “So we can test out that new climber-bot we’ve been working on.”


Bud’s eyes grew extremely large.


“Nepal!” he exclaimed.


Yo, on the other hand, narrowed her eyes. “Tom Swift, you rat,” she groaned. “You would pick next week, wouldn’t you?”


“What’s wrong with next week?” I asked. I’d picked the holiday week so that none of us would have to miss any school. “It’s perfect. I thought we could give our prototype a real test at altitude, you know, up on the Khumbu Icefall.”


“What’s an icefall?” asked Bud.


Q.U.I.P. reverted to his goofy 1950s robotic voice again. “Icefall,” he droned. “Steep, treacherous glacial ice field characterized by rapid downward flow, crumbling ice towers called seracs, and lethal hidden crevasses. Beep! Danger! Danger! Danger!”


I clamped my hand over Q.U.I.P. “There’s an icefall at the head of Khumbu Glacier under the southwest face of Mount Everest,” I said.


Q.U.I.P. beeped again. We could hear his muffled voice under my hand: “Very risky. Beep. Very perilous.”


Yo looked at Q.U.I.P., then at me, with forlorn eyes. “I can’t go,” she said.


“What?” I said loudly. “Why not?”


“Big family reunion,” she sighed. “Planned for, like, years. Apontes from all over, including aunts and uncles from Puerto Rico I’ve never met.” She shook her head. “No way can I miss it.”


“Sneak out!” suggested Bud.


Yo gave him a look. “They’d find me,” she said.


“In Nepal?”


“You know my mother,” said Yo.


Bud nodded. “You’re right,” he said. “She’d find you in Nepal.”


Yolanda Aponte has a very dry sense of humor, and she can be pretty sarcastic sometimes. But not even ski goggles could hide the look of disappointment in her eyes, and I felt pretty bad. Along with Bud, Yo’s about as good a friend as a guy could have. Plus she had a real stake in the new robot I planned to test out. Yo helped design the software for its computer modules.


Suddenly Q.U.I.P. started honking, like a National Weather Service hazardous weather alert.


“What now?” I said, holding up my wrist.


“The reason for my interruption,” said Q.U.I.P. “Remember?”


“Okay,” I said. “So what’s up?”


“Winter storm warning,” said Q.U.I.P. “High winds, heavy snowfall, eight to twelve inches, blowing and drifting snow likely. Expect blizzard and whiteout conditions in the high country.” Q.U.I.P. cleared his voice. “Which, by the way, is where we happen to be right now.”


I nodded. “Okay, let’s get out of here,” I said.


Yo stabbed her ski poles into the ground and lifted off the rock cleft where she’d been standing. Crouching into a full Alpine tuck position, skis parallel, she began schussing straight down the fall line of the mountain.


“See you two dog-meat boarders down in South Meadow,” she yelled back. (Yo’s just a little competitive.) “I’m sure I won’t see you before then, since you’ll be so . . . far . . . behind me.”


“Q.U.I.P., contact Casmir Trent,” I said, quickly wrapping a Velcro strap around the folded kite. “Tell him we’ll be waiting for the SE-15 at South Meadow in about ten minutes.” I grinned and kicked my front foot downhill. “Actually make that seven minutes.”


Next to me Bud groaned.


“Come on, dude!” I called. “Let’s get down this bunny slope.”


“Great,” said Bud nervously. “Go ahead. I’ll be . . . right behind you.”


With a maniacal hoot, I sped down after Yo.
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An Abominable Journey


Cruising at Mach 6 more than 120 kilometers above the Earth’s surface creates some interesting effects in a flight cabin.


For example, as I gazed out the pilot-side window at the dark blue splendor of the Atlantic Ocean below, I felt something nudge the back of my head. I reached up to brush away what felt like an insect . . . and then jumped when I felt a much larger rectangular object.


I turned to see Bud’s MP3 player floating in front of my face.


“Uh, Bud,” I said, glancing over at him. He sat in the copilot’s chair, gazing raptly out at the view.


“Yeah,” he answered.


“Your tunes, dude,” I said. I reached up and gave the player a tap; it floated toward Bud.


Bud turned toward me, then did a double take. “Whoa!” he said, plucking the MP3 player out of the air.


In a typical sub-orbital flight, you generally experience about five to seven minutes of continuous weightlessness. This happens at apogee, the highest point in the flight trajectory. I’d told Bud to prepare for it, but . . . well, it’s not something you ever really get used to.


I started laughing. I pointed at Bud’s head.


“Your hair,” I said. “Awesome!”


Bud’s floppy shock of hair was billowing around his head. He unbuckled his seat belt and rose out of his chair—literally. Straight up. Using the chair’s armrests, Bud flipped himself around and pushed off toward the rear of the flight cabin.


“This totally rocks!” he said.


Bud glided to the restroom door, pulled it open, and looked at himself in the mirror inside. Then he started hooting like a deranged owl at the sight of his undulating hair.


“I wish it would do that all the time,” he said, grinning out at me. “Especially at dances.”


A gentle tone sounded from the flight control panel in front of me.


I said, “Yes, Q.U.I.P.?”


“The captain has asked me to inform you that we’ve crossed into another time zone,” said Q.U.I.P. in the pleasant voice of a flight attendant.


“Thanks, Q.U.I.P.,” I replied. “But I believe I’m the captain.”


“So?” said Q.U.I.P. defensively. “Anyway, I’ve adjusted all clocks accordingly.”


“Well done,” I said. “You’re a good servant.”


“If you ever call me that again, I’m taking this craft straight down,” said Q.U.I.P. “I control the autopilot, you know.”


“Yes, I know,” I said, trying not to laugh. “And please put Nepal on the interactive in-flight screen, will you?”


“Yes, master,” replied Q.U.I.P.


Bud floated back to his copilot’s seat and buckled himself in. “This is something everyone should experience at least once,” he said.
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