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Noah

Noah stared at the brick. It was completely
ordinary, reddish brown, seven and a half inches long, three and a
half wide, two deep, with three holes through it. Exactly like the
one he had just placed to block the gate closed. It was his
afternoon chore to bike out to the open gate and prop it closed for
the night.

But he had just done that. This was an extra
brick. Where had it come from? He was sure it hadn't been there
this morning when he had opened the gate.

Curious, he stepped across to it and picked
it up. It weighed about three and a half pounds, as such a brick
should, and was as hard as, well, as a brick. Completely ordinary,
except that it was extra. Had someone dropped it off here, in case
a spare might be needed? Who? No one cared about Noah's chore.

There was something else odd about it,
nagging the fringe of his mind. He focused, and got it: this brick
was identical to the one he had just placed. These bricks were
crudely made, and the regular one had messed-up fringes at the
edges of the holes, from when someone had removed it from the mold
sloppily. No two were exactly alike, unless they had no
imperfections. It didn't matter; each one would serve its purpose
well enough. But the new one was a perfect copy of the old one,
right down to the last hardened clay wrinkle. That was
unlikely.

Noah turned it over, and gaped, startled. The
other side had four holes. He turned it back: three holes, each
going all the way through. Three and four, not seven. They did not
seem to intersect each other. Was he seeing it wrong?

Noah had a mind that was easygoing,
especially in school classes, so that his grades were low average.
This annoyed his teachers, who knew he could do better if he simply
paid attention. Attention to the utterly boring class material? But
when something caught his fancy, he could not let go of it. Here
was a mystery, something impossible, yet he held it in his
hand.

How could there be three holes on one side,
and four holes on the other side? Since all of them went all the
way through, there should be seven, or at least four if they
intersected. But there weren't. He found a small stick and poked it
through the middle hole of the three. It went in, but it did not
come out the other side. He let go of it and it dropped out of
sight within the hole. That was almost scary!

Really curious now, he searched until he
found a longer stick, an old branch four feet long, and poked that
through. It went in until only the end he held remained. He pulled
it slowly back out. It emerged, unchanged.

He nerved himself and tried one more thing.
He poked his forefinger in. It was longer that two inches, so the
tip should have emerged beyond the brick. It didn't. He wiggled it,
but there was no resistance. He pulled it out again, his heart
thudding. What had he expected: that it would get bitten off by
some unseen thing beyond the brick?

There was another experiment he wanted to
try: pouring water in. But he had no water. But he really wanted to
know. So he looked around to make sure no one was near, then laid
the brick on the ground, unzipped his pants, and urinated into the
center hole. The stream splashed in and disappeared. When he was
done he picked up the brick and turned it over. No liquid poured
out. Wherever his pee had gone, it was not coming back.

It was getting late, and he had to get home
before his mother missed him. But he didn't want to lose the
mysterious brick. So he put it in his bike basket and pedaled home.
He managed to sneak it into his room without anyone noticing, and
he hid it under the bed. There was a lot more he wanted to know
about this brick!

The routine took over. Noah had other
chores and homework that he attended to in a daze. Maybe it was
significant that no one seemed to notice his distraction. He was
something of a loner, with no real friends. It wasn't that he was
an unfriendly sort, but that ordinary things bored him. He lived in
backwoods Vermont, the Green Mountains, and no matter how much the
tourists loved them in winter, it was dull to live here year round.
His real interests were deep underground, or in outer space, or
through a dimensional wormhole leading to a fabulous alien realm.
Anywhere but here! It wasn't that he was mistreated, just that he
felt he didn't really belong. Home was just so—so
ordinary.

Something nagged him about his chain of
thought. He backed up and found it: wormhole. That was a scientific
concept, the idea that there might be holes in space that led to
places light years away, so that it might be possible to go there
without being limited by the speed of light. Such holes, if they
existed, might open up the universe to mankind. A person might jump
to the far side of the galaxy, a hundred thousand light years away,
and return with something rare and wonderful, and only a few
minutes would have passed. He might even visit another galaxy, like
Andromeda, and meet Andromeda herself, a ferociously regal queen
whose crown was a ring of fire matching her eyes. What a girlfriend
she would make, and what a dream!

Because of course in his dream Noah wasn't a
blue-eyed, sandy-haired averaged-sized boy of eleven. He was a
handsome muscular man of twenty two with a certain way about him
that impressed and intrigued lovely women, even queens.

Was the hole in the brick a small black
hole?

He doubted it, but wasn't sure. What was a
real black hole like?

He dug the brick out from under his bed.
There were the holes, three on one side, four on the other. If the
center one was a black hole, what about the others?

He tried to sight through a hole, but there
was only darkness. The others were the same. Did that mean it was
night there, the same as here, or that there was no light in that
place? Well, he would have to try it again in daylight.

He slept well, to his surprise. Instead of
disturbing him, the mystery of the brick excited him. It gave him
something really interesting to explore. That lent interest to his
own life.

In the morning he was too busy with chores to
even check the brick. He biked out to open the gate, leaving the
brick under his bed. No one would find it there; no one cared what
was in his room. No one really cared about Noah, for that matter.
Except maybe Mom, but she didn't count; she was part of the
package. He was nothing, in a nothing family in a nothing
world.

Would there be another brick by the gate?
There wasn't. He was foolishly disappointed. It seemed it was a
one-time deal. Not that he could do anything more with two bricks
than with one, other than be mystified and seriously intrigued.

School was routine. Nobody noticed him, as
usual, not that he cared. All he wanted to do was get home to his
brick. He realized with a certain faint bemusement that he cared
more about the brick than about most people he knew.

Finally he was home, and it was still
daylight. He brought out the brick and sighted through its holes,
all of them, on both sides.

There was light beyond the center hole. The
one he had peed through. Light!

He tried to sight through the hole, to see
what was on the other side, but it was just light without
definition. Then he tried moving the brick around, angling it
slightly down—and got a picture.

And lost it. He aimed the brick again,
finding the spot. It looked like—a planet. Could that be? It was
roughly northwest of here.

The decision was easy: tomorrow he would go
there, if it wasn't too far. Adventure was beckoning.

Next day was Friday. That meant he didn't
have to do homework, and could take more time to follow the brick.
He donned hiking boots and jeans in case he had to forge through
rough country, and took along a compass and a knife, just in case.
There were bears, for example; they never bothered people, but
there was always the chance of an exception.

He biked out, taking the brick along. He
closed the gate. Now he was free!

He held up the brick and sighted through the
center hole. He found the light, then the planet. And realized
something: he could make out oceans and continents on it. Asia.
Africa. It was Earth! As seen from outer space. It must be an
observation station.

How could he possibly reach it by foot? The
thing was looking from thousands of miles in space.

Well, there must be something he could reach.
He would find out what.

Naturally the direction was into the deepest
forest, trackless. But maybe he didn't have to plow through the
worst of it. He could pick a feasible route, avoiding mischief,
then reorient with the brick and get back on track.

Too bad he couldn't ride his bike. There was
just too much cross-country terrain to get through. He parked his
bike out of sight, and started walking.

It wasn't bad, actually. He was able to
follow a fairly straight course, guiding around trees and thick
brush, then sighting through the brick to reorient on his target.
It was like following a path, only he got to choose the details of
the path himself.

Soon the globe was looking closer,
looming larger in the hole. How could that be? Was he somehow
traversing space to zoom in on the planet as he walked? Yet he was
already on Earth. This did not
seem to make much sense. Unless the brick had some very special
power.

Noah paused, pondering that. He knew the
brick was remarkable because of its logic-defying holes. Maybe some
other boy might never have noticed, because it wasn't obvious from
a casual glance, but he knew his own mind was different. That was
part of why he was a loner. He was no scientist, but he was pretty
sure that no science on Earth could account for those holes. This
had to be an alien brick, and that was so significant that his mind
balked at the implications. Probably he should take the Brick—he
was now mentally capitalizing it--to the authorities.

He shook his head. He had had more than
enough of the attitude of the local authorities, who considered
children to be mostly beneath notice. Children should be seen and
not heard? They didn't much want to see them either. They would take the brick away,
and he would never see it again, and nothing would come of it
anyway. If by some miracle the Brick made the news, it was pretty
sure that Noah would not get the credit for finding it. Why should
he? He was a child.

No, if anyone was to fathom the full nature
and meaning of the Brick (and get the credit), it had to be Noah
himself. He had the time, the interest, and possession of the
Brick. That counted for a lot.

Okay, then: did the Brick have other
qualities he was missing because he hadn't thought to look for
them? Such as what? It was time to find out.

Well, the thing was heavy to carry
constantly. Three and a half pounds wasn't much to pick up, but
holding it constantly out before him was tiring. Could he make it
lighter? That would really help.

He concentrated. Brick, get light, he thought.

Nothing happened.

Well, it wasn't as if he had really expected
it to. Still, its shape was awkward too; it would be nice if he
could somehow stretch and bend it around to form a heavy belt.

Brick, stretch,
he thought, pulling at its ends.

And it stretched.

Noah stared at it. Now the thing was half
again as long as it had been, and thinner through, as if it were a
big blob of taffy that could elongate when stressed. It still had
the holes. That was the thing about topology: an object could
change its shape, but not its nature. Whatever shape the Brick got
twisted into, it would still have three holes on one side and four
on the other. He thought.

Well, now. He stretched it some more, until
it was close to three feet long, and only about a quarter its
former thickness. Like an odd belt.

Bend, he
thought, and wrapped it around his waist. Stiffen, and it hardened in place so it would
stay. That made it much easier to carry. It remained heavy, but no
longer tired his arm.

But there was a problem: he could no longer
sight through the center hole to make sure he remained on course.
If he could do it at all, it would be like sighting through his
belly button. Okay, then. He focused, and formed it into a massive
bracelet around his right wrist. The holes were still there, though
four of them were now inside the bracelet, out of sight. He raised
his hand and sighted through the center hole, and saw right through
his arm to the planet. Cool! Weird but cool.

He made his way on through the forest.
Now he was on a slope, which was not surprising as this region was
mostly slope. Was wherever he was going at the top of a mountain?
It couldn't be high enough to
show the whole globe of the world. Yet the picture inside the hole
kept getting larger.

He circled a large old maple tree and went
on. And the picture was gone. There was just blankness. What had
happened?

He turned around, searching, and found it.
Directly behind him. In the tree? He walked around it, and that
seemed to be the case. How could the world be inside a single maple
tree?

“Mine not to reason why,” he said,
adapting a line from a poem he had read in class,
The Charge Of The Light Brigade, by
Alfred, Lord Tennyson. Not that he cared about poetry. “Mine but to
do or die.” Not that he would ever find himself in such a heroic
but tragic charge. It seemed that someone had blundered, and sent
the brigade into the jaws of death. A typically adult
mistake.

He knocked on the trunk of the tree. And
found himself inside an alien chamber. It resembled nothing so much
as the hold of a ship. This was amazing, and scary. But also highly
intriguing. He felt a great joy of wonder. He liked it here, and
wanted to stay. This had the feeling of home.

What had happened? Surprised and awed, he
stepped back—and was back outside the tree.

He had touched the tree, and found himself
inside it—in a room far larger than the diameter of the trunk. Was
it possible to make sense of this?

He touched the tree again, and was inside
again. His emotion flared; it was as if he was returning to his
most dearly beloved home after long absence. Which was of course
ridiculous, since he had been away only a few seconds. But his
state was intense.

His own foolish reactions scared him. He
wasn't like this. He was a sensible boy with big dreams he knew
were just imagination. It was as if he had taken a mood altering
drug. He did not trust that at all.

He stepped back again, and was out again.

Noah's feelings were in a continuing turmoil.
Rather than risk the tree once more, he decided to head for home.
It was getting late, and he didn't want to be missed and have to
answer awkward questions.

Worse, he didn't want to try to answer his
own questions. Had he suffered a hallucination? He couldn’t
actually have stepped into a tree that was more like at alien ship
inside, could he?

Could he?

 



Si

Noah struggled with his amazement and doubt
for several days. There was no help for it: he had to go back to
the maple tree. To the mysterious ship-like room with the strange
appeal. To find out what it was all about. The prospect frightened
him, but also invigorated him. He had always craved adventure, but
this was hardly like diving into a fantasy wormhole and meeting
Queen Andromeda. This was more like falling into a dark cave
without knowing its dangers. He wished he could tell someone about
it, but he didn't dare. There was no one he could really trust for
something like this. Certainly not his bully of a big brother or
his nosy little sister. He had had to hide the Brick to be sure
they didn't find it in his room. It had reverted to its original
brick form when he took it off, but it wasn't beyond one of his
siblings to steal it just because he had it.

Monday, school let out early for some obscure
reason. He had a couple of chore-free hours he hadn't expected.
This was his chance to go to the tree and find out what was what,
while nobody knew he was gone.

When the school bus dropped him off, he
wasted no time. He fetched the Brick from its hiding place in the
tangle of vines just beyond the gate, shaped it into the heavy
bracelet, and forged through the forest. He made good progress
because this time he knew where he was going; he used the Brick
only for occasional verification. The tree really wasn't very far
away.

Noah paused before the tree. Could there
really be a room inside its trunk? Or was it an illusion fostered
by the Brick? Some trick of light that made the ordinary forest
floor seem like the inside of a ship? Or pure imagination? Why did
it attract him so strongly? He couldn't be quite sure he wasn't
losing his mind.

Well, he could find out. He took off the
Brick and set it on the ground, where it became brick-like. Then he
knocked on the tree trunk.

Nothing happened. It was just a solid old
maple tree.

He picked up the brick and held it as he
approached the tree again. He knocked. And found himself inside. So
it was the Brick that did it, and it did actually happen.

He felt the strange euphoria again. He loved
this place! He knew nothing about it, but it was as if it had
always been his destiny.

He set the Brick down on the wooden board
floor, then touched the wall behind him. It was solid, with no
exit. Then he picked the Brick up again and touched the wall, and
was back out in the forest. Again, it was the Brick that made it
happen.

Reassured, he formed the Brick back into a
heavy bracelet, stepped back inside and looked around. The floor
was a wooden deck, and the walls were wooden panels. There was a
nearby chamber with a hammock stretched between two hooks. This was
definitely a cabin in a ship. But where were the sailors?

Suddenly someone was standing before him. It
was a petite, pretty girl about his own age, with black hair and
brown eyes. She wore a heavy blouse and skirt, and solid shoes, as
if she had been hiking.

“Oh!” she exclaimed, seeing him. And
disappeared.

But Noah knew what had happened. She
had found another Brick, and used it to come here. And backed off
when she saw him. Exactly as he would have done if he had
encountered her his first time here. In fact he had backed off, even without seeing a
person.

This was another inadvertent explorer, driven
by her own curiosity. He knew exactly how that was. They had this
wonder in common, this uncertainty about how much of it was real,
and so could trust each other as they could no one else. She would
be back.

He waited, unmoving. Sure enough, a few
minutes later she reappeared.

“Hello,” he said before she could
react. “I found a Brick, and here I am. Just like you.”

“Si,” she said.

Was that her name? “Hello, Si. And I'm
Noah.”

She laughed. “I meant yes. Si is Spanish for
yes. My second language, because of my Mexican heritage. I used it
without thinking.”

“Oh. I thought it was your name. I'm
sorry.”

“It will do. I prefer to be anonymous
anyway. But what's this about a brick?”

“This Brick,” he said, holding it up
and reverting it to its natural form. “With three holes on one
side, and four on the other.” He turned it over so she could see.
“It's alien.”

“I don't have a brick.”

He was surprised. “Then how did you get in
here?”

“My Bead.” Si held up a stone bead with
three holes. No, four holes, as she turned it around.

“Oh, you changed your
Brick!”

Now she was surprised. “You can change your
brick? I thought that was sleight of hand.”

“Sure. Like this.” He was foolishly
happy to show it off, now that he had someone to talk to who would
understand. He stretched it out into the bracelet form and put it
on.

“My,” she said, impressed. “I can't do
that.”

“Your bead doesn't change?”

“Oh, it changes. But not that
way.”

“Then how?”

“I can make it heavy or
light.”

Noah considered that. Then he got what might
be a bright idea. “Si, maybe we can do each other some good.”

She stiffened visibly. “How?”

He was taken aback. “Did I say something
wrong? I didn't mean to.”

She gazed at him, then relented. “Maybe I
misunderstood.”

“Misunderstood what?”

“In my family it's the girls who do
something good for the men.”

“Oh, like cooking or
sewing?”

She frowned. “You really don't know, do
you?”

Noah was baffled. “Don't know what?”

She grimaced. “It's called incest.”

He stared at her, appalled.
“You—suffer—that?”

She nodded.

Noah knew he was blushing. “Oh, I'm sorry! I
didn't know. I had no idea. You—you can't defend yourself?”

“I don't dare.”

Noah had no idea how to respond to that, so
he returned to his original subject. “What I meant was that we
might be able to help each other with our, our bricks or beads. If
it worked.”

She remained guarded. “How?”

“My Brick can change shape, but it's
heavy. If you could make it lighter it would be much easier to
wear. If I could change the shape of your Bead, maybe turn it into
a ring, you could wear it and not worry about losing it. If such
things are even possible.”

“Let's try. Give me your
brick.”

He handed it to her. She took it and stood
there. “You trusted me with it.”

“Shouldn't I have? You know what it
is.”

“It is said that someone who trusts can
usually be trusted.”

“I guess.” Then he caught her meaning.
“You—your trust was betrayed.”

“Yes. So it's hard for me to trust
anyone anymore.” She took a breath. “I guess I'd better tell you.
Don't try to touch me. I'm not being mean. It's that I—I react. I
scream and fight. I can't help it. I've got a knife and I might use
it. I think we can get along, if you stay away from me.”

“I'll stay away from you,” he agreed.
“But maybe we can be friends, if that's possible.”

“I don't know. I think I'd like it, but
I don't know if I can be friends with any boy.”

“Thanks for warning me. I'll be
careful.”

She focused on the Brick. It didn't seem to
change. She handed it back to him. “How's that?”

He took the Brick—and it rose up high. It was
light! “You did it!”

“Now see what you can do with my bead.
Hold out your hand.”

He held it out, and she dropped the Bead into
it, not touching him. He focused on it, and it softened so that he
could stretch it with his fingers, and curve it into a crude ring,
with three small holes facing out, four in. “Try it,” he said,
dropping it into her hand.

“Oh! That's lovely.” She put it on her
middle finger.

“It may not fit right. I can adjust it,
if--”

“It's fine. Now we know that our items
can do more than just change themselves. But I'll bet that they'll
work only for the right people.”

“And only in the way they are
designed,” Noah agreed. “Still, it's impressive.”

“You looked through the
hole?”

“The center hole. It was the only one
showing light. And I saw the planet. It led me to this—this tree
and this ship.”

“The center hole? I used the end hole,
of the three.”

“A different hole!” he exclaimed. “Each
Brick or Bead must use a different hole to orient.”

“So there must be others, using other
holes.”

Noah nodded. “There must be.”

Si looked at her watch. “I'm better get on
home before I'm missed. That can be mischief.”

“Me too. But I'm glad I met you, Si.
Will you come here again, another day?”

“Oh, yes! I thought my Bead was
fascinating, but this is more so. There's something appealing about
this place; I really like it. I'll come tomorrow at the same
time.”

Noah hesitated. “I—I won't be here then.
School got out early today, so I came. Otherwise it would be after
five.”

“Oh. I'm home schooled.” She grimaced.
“I'd rather be in school. Mother's in and out, and when she's
out--”

“I understand,” Noah said quickly,
though he really didn't. How could she stay there when she was
getting molested? “It's not as if I own this place. I just found it
a few days ago. Come when you can, and if you stay long enough,
I'll be here. So you can avoid me if you want.”

“No. I would rather have someone to—to
share this with. There's something really big happening here, and
we're both part of it. Because of the magic, and the feeling. I
want to know more. A lot more.”

“So do I. We could explore it together,
maybe.”

“Yes.” Now she hesitated. “Let's shake
hands.”

“But that's touching.”

“Here's the thing: you could touch me
and I'd freak out. But if I touch you, it's okay. Do you
understand?”

“Not really.”

“Maybe I can show you. Stand still like
a statue.”

“Okay,” he agreed
uncertainly.

She approached him and laid her hand on his
arm. He didn't move. “I'm touching you. You're not touching
me.”

“Oh. Now I see.”

She removed her hand. “When we shake hands
we're touching each other. That's harder for me. But I want to be
able to trust you, so I'll do it.”

“You don't have to.”

“Yes I do.” She held out her
hand.

Cautiously he extended his own hand. They
clasped. He saw her wince, but she squeezed lightly, then withdrew.
He could actually see her shirt fluttering with the pounding of her
pulse. She had been terrified.

“Okay,” he said, relieved.

“You didn't try to pull me in to you
for a kiss or anything.”

This was surely dangerous territory. “I
wouldn't do that. I don't mean you're not pretty, or that I
wouldn't like to kiss you, but you're—it's not like I really know
what to do with a girl anyway.” Was he messing it up? He was
attracted to her, and wanted her to like him.

“I know. You're a good boy. And yet my
body doesn't know.”

“I guess I'd feel the same way, if--”
He stalled.

“You have no experience.”

“Not that kind. None at all.” He knew
he was blushing again.

Si looked at him with an indefinable
expression. “Do you see me as soiled, dirty because of what's
happened to me?”

“No! It's not your fault.”

“You're nice.”

He laughed, embarrassed. “I hope so.”

“I think I like you. I'm going to kiss
you.”

“Si, you don't have to do anything like
that! I'd like us to be friends, but that's all.”

“Is it?”

He was messing up. “No. I wish you were my
girlfriend.” Would that make her mad?

“Put your hands behind you and don't
move. Be a statue again.”

Was she actually going to do it? Noah
obeyed.

She moved close, and he smelled the alluring
girl-scent of her. Then she put her face to his and kissed him
gently on the lips.

And just like that he had a ferocious crush
on her.

She stepped back. “All done.”

“Oh, Si, I—I don't know what to
say.”

“Did you like it?”

“Yes!”

“So did I. Maybe we'll do it again
sometime.”

Noah couldn't think of anything relevant to
say, so he moved on. “Well, goodbye, I guess.” He sounded stupid,
even to himself.

“Bye,” she agreed, and popped out
before him.

He left the tree, bemused. He hardly knew Si,
and their association had been awkward, but already he liked her
better than any girl he knew. That kiss! It was as if a wonderful
soft air bag had gone off in his face in the middle of a crash,
shaking him to his core.

Why had she done it? Did he dare think it was
because she really liked him and wanted him to like her? Or was it
simply that he was the first innocent boy she had encountered, so
she was stealing some of his innocence?

Or did she have some other agenda? How could
he be sure that anything she had told him about her personal
situation was true? Or did that even matter?

She remained on his mind as he forged
homeward. He had no sensible answers, but he did want to meet her
again. It was easiest just to assume that she was telling the
truth. Certainly he did not want to quarrel with her, and lose her
before he ever got her. Whatever she was, she was a fellow
traveler, because of her Bead.

Back home he did not remove the Brick, which
now resembled a very light bracelet. He was afraid it would revert
if he set it aside, becoming a dull heavy block. Also, Si had
touched it and changed it, and that made it precious in another
way. He put on a long-sleeved shirt to conceal it.

The night and day passed in an emotional
haze. Fortunately no one noticed. He might have been annoyed by
this indication of his unimportance, but at the moment his emotion
was tied up in the girl he hardly knew, Si. And the mystery of the
Brick and Bead. And the tree that just might be a ship. His dull
life had suddenly become mind-bendingly challenging.

That evening he went to the gate, closed it
with the regular brick, then ran to the tree. He burst inside,
panting.

Si was there. “You came,” she said.

“You stayed!”

“Yes. I wanted to—to apologize for
yesterday. I shouldn't have done what I did.”

The Kiss. “Oh, don't!” he said. “I loved
it.”

“That's why I have to apologize. I
dared myself to do something foolish. I want to be your friend, not
your girlfriend. I don't think I could be anybody's girlfriend. I
gave you the wrong idea.”

Noah would gladly have settled for
girlfriend, but knew better than to say so. She had made clear that
this was not to be. “Anything you want, it's okay with me.”

“I want to figure out what this place
is. I don't know anything about it, but I love it. It's like a
ship.”

“Yes, I think so too.” He hesitated.
“There's something about it. I think it makes people like it, if
that's not nonsense.”

“I feel that too. And your name is
Noah. Maybe it's the Ark.”

“It's coincidence.” Then he realized it
was a joke, but it was too late to laugh.

“I guess maybe you get teased about
your name.”

“Some.”

“I looked around some. There's a sort
of refrigerator in the nearest chamber, and it's got food in it. In
fact all of them have fridges.”

“What, hardtack?”

“No, regular fruits and vegetables and
things. I ate a plum and it was fine. But it's odd.”

“Odd?”

“Let me show you.”

They went to the device, which was in a
corner of the room. Sure enough, it was filled with distressingly
wholesome things. “Someone must have been here recently, to stock
it,” Noah said.

“I'm not sure of that. Do you like hot
soup?”

“Most kinds.”

She lifted out a bowl. “Sip this. There's no
spoon.”

He hadn't been fooling about doing anything
she wanted. He lifted the bowl carefully and sipped. Not only was
the soup quite tasty, it was hot.

Noah came to a screeching mental halt. “I
thought this was a fridge!”

“Do you like cold cheese?”

“I guess.”

She brought out a chunk of cheese and dropped
it into his hand. He tried it. It was delicious, but also-- “It's
cold!”

“From the same box,” she agreed. “Put
them back in; they'll keep their temperatures. I've been
experimenting.

“But that's impossible!”

“So are Bricks or Beads with three
holes on one side and four on the other.”

Noah considered that, and nodded. “Si, your
kiss floored me. But this is bigger than that. This must be an
alien ship.”

“That was my thought. But why is it
hidden in a tree, and stocked for humans? With Bricks and Beads to
lead us to it? I can't make sense of it.”

“Me neither. Maybe we need to look
around more. Maybe there's an answer.”

“Do you want me to kiss you
again?”

Was she teasing him? “What has that got to do
with this?”

“You didn't answer.”

“Why did you change the
subject?”

She considered briefly. “Okay, I'll answer
you, then you can answer me. This thing, whatever it is, is big.
There could be danger. We have to explore it, but I don't dare do
it alone. I want to be sure you're with me. So how you feel about
me makes a difference.”

“Yes.”

“Yes to which?”

“To everything. We need to find out
more, and if you kissed me a million times it might not be
enough.”

She froze. “You like me that well?”

He remembered her warning. Maybe she didn't
like to be touched verbally either. “I'm sorry. I wasn't trying to
come on to you. I just--” He spread his hands. “I'm sorry.”

She didn't smile. “I may have to come here to
stay.”

This threw him for another loop. “Why?”

“I can't stand to have him touch me any
more. But if I fight him off, he'll beat me and maybe even kill me.
I've got to get away. This is the only place I know where I can
maybe be safe. Is it okay with you if I come here?”

“Oh, Si, yes! I'll stay away so you can
have it to yourself.”

“No, I don't want to be alone here. I
want you with me. Only--”

“No touching.”

“Yes.” She smiled. “I promised you a
kiss, if you still want it.”

“Oh, yes! But you don't have to do
it.”

“I actually want to. You're the first
boy I ever wanted to kiss. My way.”

“Okay, then.” He put his hands behind
his back, and she kissed him. He almost floated.

She stepped back. “Now I have to go get my
things.”

“I'll help you move.”

“Thank you! I don't have much, but
toting it here will be a chore.”

“We can do it now. But I don't think
our Bricks go to the same place.”

“Maybe if we're touching, they
will.”

“We can try it,” he agreed. “Come with
me, and that will show you how close you are to your
place.”

“Yes.” She laid her hand on his
arm.

“Here goes.” He stepped back, willing
them to be out of the tree. It worked; she remained with
him.

“Oh!” She let go of him and looked
around, troubled.

“Is there something wrong?”

“This doesn't look like New
Mexico.”

“New Mexico'! This is
Vermont.”

“But I live in New Mexico.”

He stared at her. “I think we just found out
something else about the Bricks.”

“Instant matter transmission?” she
asked, awed.

“They really don't go to the same place.”

“They don't,” she agreed.

“Let's get back inside. I think maybe
we've got some more deciding to do.”

“We do,” she agreed again.

She put her hand back on his arm, and they
stepped back into the tree.

“I always feel so great when I come
here,” Noah said. “I think there's something in the
air.”

“I feel it too. That's another reason I
want to come here.”

“Okay, let's go to your state. I'll
wait outside, hidden, and you can bring things out, and we'll both
carry them. Once you're safely moved in here, I'll have to go home.
But you'll be safe.”

“I'm going to kiss you a third
time.”

He laughed. “Don't make me too dizzy to carry
anything.”

She kissed him before he even got his hands
behind him. He liked that.

 



Ark

This time Si put her hand on Noah's arm, but
activated her own Bead. It worked; in a moment they were standing
in a completely different forest. It was lighter here, because it
was in a later time zone. Further proof of their jump of thousands
of miles. This was New Mexico.

They walked to her house. This was a
ramshackle dwelling; they were obviously poor.

“Mom will be home,” Si whispered. “I'll
have to say goodbye to her. She'll understand. We're not close, but
we get along.”

“Okay,” Noah agreed nervously. He
settled down in the bush, out of sight.

Si walked on toward the house. A woman was
out back, taking laundry down from a clothesline. “Mom!”

But the woman looked alarmed. “No! Don't come
close!”

Si paused. “No?”

Then a man burst out of the house. “Ha!” he
exclaimed.

Uh-oh. That would be her father or
stepfather, the one who was abusing her. He must have discovered
her gone, and waited to catch her when she returned. Now the trap
had been sprung. Noah wanted to help her, but what could he do?

Si tried to turn to run, but the man
overhauled her, caught her by the shoulder, and spun her around.
She fell, captive. He put his hands under her arms and hauled her
roughly up and to him. He caught hold of her shirt, ripping it
apart. And screamed in pain, shoving her away without letting her
go. He raised one fist to strike her, cursing in Spanish.

Now Noah realized what he had seen. She had
bitten him on the upper arm! She hadn't thought to use her knife,
if she even dared. She tore loose, literally, leaving much of her
shirt behind, and ran again, right toward Noah. The man recovered
his balance and charged after her. He would surely catch her. Then
she would be doomed.

Si ran right past Noah, the man only a few
steps behind. Noah acted before he thought, lurching up and
throwing himself before the man at knee height. They collided, and
the man tripped over him and plowed into the ground.

Noah jumped up and ran after Si. But
now the man was after him.
Even if he outran the man, as he might, that would still leave Si
vulnerable. He had to stop the
man, so she could get away. Somehow. He was no fighter, but had to
do what he could.

He slowed, stopped, and turned as the
man overhauled him. He saw the man's fist coming down to strike
him. He raised his arm to block it, though he feared the gesture
was futile. At least he had to try.

The fist came down on the Brick bracelet—and
clanged. There was a jolting spark, and a burning crackle, like a
short-circuit.

The man stiffened and fell, smoke rising from
his arm. He had been electrocuted!

Noah didn't wait to see more. He turned again
and ran, and this time there was no pursuit. Si was now far ahead,
but she saw him and slowed, letting him catch up. “Oh, Noah!” she
exclaimed, holding the remnant of her shirt before her. “You
stopped him! What did you do?”

“I don't know,” he gasped. “I think it
was the Brick. It struck him like lightning.”

“That was smart, to use it like
that.”

“I didn't know it could do that. I was
just trying to stop his fist from hitting me.”

“You stood up to him—without knowing
you had a weapon?”

“Yes,” he said, embarrassed. “It was
foolish, I know. But I had to help you get away.”

“You're one brave boy. And you did it
for me. Remind me to kiss you again, when we have time.”

He liked that idea, but hesitated. “I'm not
sure I really helped. You didn't get your things.”

“I'll survive without them. I can't go
back there now.”

“You can't,” he agreed. “And you didn't
get to say goodbye to your mother.”

“She's really my step-mom. She means
well, but she can't stand up to my step-dad. Any more than I can.
But this is the first time he's come after me when she was
watching. He's really mad.”

“She tried to warn you
away.”

“Yes. So she knows why I have to go. I
guess that's enough.”

They shifted their route back and forth, so
as to leave no clear trail to the tree, though probably it would
not be recognized for what it was anyway. They entered, safe at
last, and collapsed, side by side against the wall. It had been a
harrowing adventure.

Then reality closed in. “I've got to get
home,” Noah said. “I'll try to bring you some clothing tomorrow.
Will you be okay alone here?”

“Oh, yes. It's comfortable, and there's
food. I'll sleep in a hammock. But I wouldn't want to be alone
permanently. Please don't change your mind about
returning.”

“How could I? I need your
kisses.”

She laughed. “That's right.” She leaned over
and kissed him on the cheek. That was almost as nice as on the
mouth.

Then he left the tree, relieved to find
himself back in Vermont, and ran home. He had not been missed,
again, fortunately.

He ransacked his room to find spare clothing,
packing it into a bag. All of it was male, but jeans and shirts
should do. Si was about his own size.

“What are you doing?”

Noah jumped. It was his mother. He would have
to tell her at least some of it. She wouldn't believe the whole of
it.

“There's a girl, my size. Her
stepfather—she had to run away from home. Without any of her stuff.
I'm trying to find clothing for her.”

“You have a girlfriend?”

“Don't I wish! I—like her. But she
can't stand to have any boy touch her. So I'm just a friend. I'm
trying to help her.”

Mom nodded understandingly. “Treat her with
compassion, and one day she'll be your girlfriend. I've got a dress
I bought for your sister, but it's way too large and she doesn't
like the color anyway. Take that.”

Noah hugged her. “Thanks, Mom!”

She fetched a pretty blue dress. She also
provided several sets of panties and a training bra, without
comment. Plus a pair of girl's sandals that were one size fits all.
“If you ever need to bring her here, privately, just let me
know.”

He was going to ask why, then realized that
when girls grew into bras, there were other complications he would
have no idea how to handle. He nodded. Mom was being a real
sport.

Soon he was on his way with two bags of
clothing. As he left the house he realized that Mom must have seen
his Brick bracelet. She hadn't said a word.

Maybe once he had figured out the mystery of
the tree, he would be able to tell her. She deserved to know.

Si was delighted with the clothing,
especially the underwear and the dress. She quickly retreated to
the room she had adopted and put it on. She emerged wearing it,
with her hair neatly done. “I like your mother,” she said.

“You're beautiful!” Noah exclaimed,
amazed by the transformation.

“I tried to be unpretty, before,” she
said. “I guess you know why.”

“Yeah.” Actually she had been pretty
enough, but he knew better than to say so; it would sound like a
come-on.

“Come on. I looked around while you
were out. There's things to show you.”

“Okay.” He was glad to see her so
cheerful.

“Like the suites.” She led him into
one. “Each has its own porthole, fridge, hammock, and bathroom
annex. See, the suite's door panel slides across to close it, and
you can secure it with a latch inside.” She demonstrated, sliding
the door. “So there's privacy. ” She unlatched the door and slid it
back. “And the toilet.”

“Toilet?”

“In the bathroom part, along with a
sink and shower. You never saw one like this.” She showed him to a
seat in an alcove. It was like a shallow bowl. “You put your bare
bottom on this and let go.”

“But it's solid,” he
protested.

“Touch it with your finger.”

He did. His finger sank through the concave
surface as if it didn't exist. “What?”

“It's amazing. It takes your pee and
poop with no mess. It even leaves you clean, so you don't need
toilet paper.”

“Wow!” Then he had another thought.
“Are you sure it's not another fridge?”

“And I pooped in it!” she exclaimed,
laughing.

Then they were both laughing, crazily,
letting off tension. No, of course it wasn't a fridge, holding the
turds in perfect suspension, warm until removed.

“Before we go farther,” he said as they
recovered. “I wonder—can your Bead shock too? That might be good if
someone grabbed you.”

“I wonder,” she repeated thoughtfully.
“We'd better find out. I'd like that.”

“How do we test it?”

She made a little shiver. “You'll have to
grab me.”

“Si, you know I won't do
that.”

“Yes you can. At least put your hand on
me, and I'll try to fend you off, only not hard, so as not to
really hurt you if it works. We've got to know.”

“You're sure?”

“I'm terrified.” She held out her hand
with the Bead ring.

“I don't think--”

“If I shock you, I'll kiss
you.”

“You fight dirty.”

“Please. Just this once.” She was
compellingly pretty, enhanced by the dress.

Noah somewhat gingerly took her hand. It was
the first time he had touched her, that way.

And got a shock. He hadn't touched the ring
itself, but her fingers jolted his fingers. He jerked his hand
away. “Ouch!” But he knew it could have been much worse.

“It works!” She flung herself at him
and kissed him soundly, not waiting for him to put his hands behind
his back. He was as pleased about that as he was with the kiss. She
was coming to trust him.

“You know, Si, I've got a hopeless
crush on you. Maybe you shouldn't egg me on.”

“I like you too, Noah, really I do.
You're a nice boy, the first I've really gotten to know. I just
can't—you have to be patient with me.”

“I know. I saw your step-dad. I do
understand. I just wish I could hold your hand without your
flinching.”

“I wish that too.” Then she changed the
subject. “C'mon. I want to show you the Ark.”

“The Ark?”

“I'm not funning on your name. Not
exactly. It's that this is a ship, a big one, maybe a spaceship,
and if you're Noah, it must be the Ark. It must be going somewhere,
maybe to pick up a load of animals, two by two.”

“How do you know it's a ship, let alone
an ark?”

“Well, it's self contained, with
supplies for a long journey. It has hammocks. Decks.
Portholes.”

“Portholes?” Now he remembered the one
in the suite. “Can we see out them?”

“Not exactly. There's nothing to
see.”

“Let me see.”

She led him to another suite. This one had a
similar round hole. “Look.” He peered through it, but saw nothing
but empty space.

Space? “Are we in orbit?” he asked,
amazed.

“Maybe. If so, we're looking outward,
where's there's nothing.”

“There's got to be a porthole on the
other side.”

“There is.”

“Did you look through it?”

“No.”

“Why not?” he asked
impatiently.

“I was afraid I wouldn't see anything.
That we could be lost in space.”

“Well, I'll look. Take me there.”

“You're so brave and bold.”

“Are you teasing me?”

She smiled. “A little. It's fun. I—I never
had a boy to tease, before. ”

Noah made a mental note to ponder that, when
he had thinking time. “You know, if we're in space, this is a space
ship.”

“Yes.”

“How did we get here? I mean, we were
on Earth.”

“The same way we got from one time zone
to another. We never knew where the Ark was. Those trees must
conjure us to it. Or rather, the Brick and Bead take us here to the
home station when we touch the right tree.”

“I guess,” he agreed dubiously. “But
this is weird. The things we've seen here—I don't think this can be
Earth tech. There really are aliens.”

“There really are,” she agreed. “I keep
thinking I'll turn a corner and see one. It makes me nervous,
especially when I'm alone.”

They came to the opposite suite, with its
porthole. Noah looked through it. And gasped, amazed. “It is!” he
exclaimed.

“Is what?”

“Earth! The same way we see it through
the hole in the Brick. Take a look.”

She looked. “I guess that makes sense. The
Bead leads here. We see what it sees. Earth through a
porthole.”

“They don't have a lander,” he said,
working it out. “They have Bricks and Beads. They conjure folk to
and from the Ark.”

“But why? They are obviously way ahead
of us in science. Why should they mess with us at all? Why not
just--”

He saw where she was going. “Conquer or
obliterate us,” he concluded. “I guess they could, if they wanted
to.”

“So they must not want to.”

“That is reassuring,” he said. “But the
mystery remains: why?”

“I think they want us here. Folk like
you and me. That's why they sent the Brick and Bead to where we
would find them.”

“They could have sent dozens of
Bricks,” he said. “Hundreds, maybe. Little transporters, or maybe
keys to the transmittal stations, which are camouflaged to look
like trees. But why were we chosen? We're nothing special. We're
just children.”

“We weren't chosen, exactly,” she said.
“We chose ourselves! By picking up the artifacts. By recognizing
them as alien.”

“Three holes, four holes,” he agreed.
“That's the key. Most people wouldn't even notice. But we
did.”

“That's what we have in common. We
noticed. And we wouldn't let go until we figured it out, as much as
we could.”

“I don't think your step-dad would ever
figure it out.”

“I'm not sure any adult would either.
They're too educated. Too set in their ways. They think they know
everything, so they don't even look.”

“I thought we didn't count because
we're children,” he said, awed by the insight. “But we count
because we are children. Our minds
aren't yet closed. So we can see something an adult would
know was impossible.”

“So the aliens sent out the artifacts,”
she said carefully. “And waited for children to find them. And here
we are.”

“Here we are,” he agreed. “And it's all
set up to make us comfortable. But that makes me
suspicious.”

“Why? I think I know where you're going
with this, but say it anyway.”

“Maybe they want to fill the Ark with
children, and when they have a load, it will zoom off to the alien
home world, where we'll be exhibits or something.”

“Maybe like the Pied Piper of Hamlin,”
she agreed. “Get all the children into the mountain.”

“But the Pied Piper did it only because
the town screwed him.”

“Regular humans can screw folk,” she
said. She shuddered. “Literally.”

Noah quickly moved on. “It's an awful lot of
trouble just to get a bunch of children. They could have abducted
us. There has to be more to it than just collecting us.”

She was eager to agree. “There must be
something we can do, that they can't. That they need us for.”

“And it can't just be admiring Earth
from orbit.”

“If only they'd left us a message!
Telling us why they need us. Why they're not here to do it
ourselves.”

“They could be here,” Noah said. “In
the fridge. Stasis.”

“We're here to wake them up? A machine
could do that.”

“I guess. Why aren't they here?”

“Maybe it doesn't work for living
things. Only for storing food.”

“Maybe,” he agreed. “That makes sense.
If they had living storage, they'd use it to travel; it would be
like stepping into the freeze and out again right away, only they'd
be fifty light years along. But it seems they didn't, probably
because they couldn't. So the ship's here, but not the aliens. Why
don't they operate it by remote control?”

She focused. “Maybe they're a long way away.
Like that fifty light years you mentioned. So it takes half a
century for a message to the Ark to reach it. That's no good for
getting anything done. So they need someone here who can act
immediately.”

“Us? But we're not aliens.”

“But we could do whatever it is. All we
maybe need are instructions. Maybe we just have to find
those.”

“I mean, we're not them,” he said. “How can they trust us? We might
just steal their technology and to hell with their mission. They
wouldn't even know, until fifty years later.”

“We're not cynical human adults either.
We're children, ready to play the game their way, instead of
stealing their stuff the way corporate bosses would.”

He nodded. “That does make sense. They're
making the best of limited options.”

“I feel sorry for them,” she said,
smiling. “Even though they may look like giant
cockroaches.”

“But with pretty antennae.” They both
laughed.

But the question remained: what were they
supposed to be doing here on the Ark? If that was what it was, and
not just their wild idea because of the coincidence of his name. It
seemed impossible to know.

Surely there was something.

 



Jay, Gypsy

“She loved the dress!” Noah reported to
Mom back home. “It fits, and she's real pretty in it.”

“That's nice.” Mom frowned. “Now get
ready for dinner.” She did not inquire further about the girl, and
he really appreciated that.

The routine closed in: morning chores,
school, afternoon chores. Noah could hardly wait to get back to the
Ark, and it wasn't just because Si was there. There was so much
more to learn about it! So many mysteries to wonder about. It was a
whole other existence that transformed his imagination and made his
dull life interesting. All because of one odd brick.

But there was also a current of
concern. What did hi-tech aliens really want with human children? It wasn't safe
to assume that the aliens were friendly. How could he protect
himself and Si if the aliens turned out to be malign? He had no
good answer.

“I'll have something for you to take,”
Mom murmured.

“Okay.” Others were in the vicinity, so
he didn't ask for details.

When the time came, Noah went to the kitchen
to get whatever it was. Mom handed him a bag. “Just a few more
things she may need. Comb, hairbrush, soap, socks, and a book to
read.”

“Thanks! I never thought of that sort
of stuff.”

“Boy's don't. She'd have brought her
own if she'd had time.”

“You don't mind that I'm helping a
girl?”

“You're growing up, Noah. You should
have a girlfriend. Just make sure you choose wisely, and behave
sensibly.”

“She kissed me,” he said. “Now all I
can think about is her.”

“You're in love.”

“I'm a child!”

“Age is immaterial. Take good care of
her. She needs you.”

He found himself choking up. “Thanks,
Mom.”

Then he was on his way. Soon he reached the
tree, and was inside.

Si was waiting for him, in the dress. She put
her arms around him and the bag and quickly kissed him. “I'm so
glad to have you back! It's eerie being alone.”

“Mom sent more stuff for you.” He gave
her the bag.

“A hairbrush! Soap!” she squealed in
delight.

“She said you might need
them.”

“I do! I didn't get to bring my own
toiletries. All I had was a comb.”

“That's what she figured.” He paused,
trying to find the right phrasing. “She says—says you'll be my
girlfriend. Sometime.”

She wasn't fazed. “I will, Noah. When I
can.”

He was gratified by that confirmation. “So
did you explore some more?”

“Yes. The Ark's not like a regular
ship. It's one big four-sided pyramid.”

“I thought they all had four
sides.”

“No. The Pyramids of Egypt are five
sided. That is, four triangular sides and the square bottom. The
Ark is four sides total, all triangles. With one or two portholes
in each. But only two show anything.”

“Two?”

“The one you found. And the one I
found, this last session. It shows the world too.”

“It must be on the same side of the
pyramid.”

“It is.”

“Maybe if the Ark rotated, one of the
others would come to see Earth.”

“No. It does rotate, so Earth changes
position in the porthole, but the others don't see Earth even when
they're in position. That's one of the odd things.”

“There are other oddities?”

“Yes. Earth is always facing the same
way, showing North America. We must be hovering over it. And
there's never any night; it's always day.”

“But there have to be night and
day!”

“Yes. So I think maybe it isn't really
Earth, but a picture of it.”

“But that would mean that we're not
really in orbit around it.”

“Yes. It's weird.”

“Si, this makes me nervous! We don't
know what the aliens are really up to. Maybe you should come home
with me. Mom would help you.”

“I think I'd like that. But it would be
complicated, because I couldn't explain where I came from. No one
would believe me. I'd be an undocumented alien. A runaway child.
The police--”

“Yeah, I see,” he agreed heavily. “You
have to stay here. But I worry about you.”

“Noah, I don't know where I'd be, if it
wasn't for the Ark. And you. I really need you.”

He smiled. “That's what Mom said.”

“I wish I could meet her,
though.”

“Well, maybe--”

He broke off, because there was a sound. A
new person had appeared in the room. A boy maybe a year younger
than they were. Black haired, black eyed, almost alarmingly
thin.

He saw them. “Where am I?” he asked.

“In the Ark,” Noah said. “That is, a
space station, maybe. An alien craft.”

Instead of being amazed, the boy nodded. “I
thought it might be something like that. Hi. I'm Jay. I eat
dirt.”

Noah opened his mouth, but before he could
formulate a thought, there was another event. Another person
appeared, this one a girl of about ten. She was slender, with long
wild iodine colored hair and a ragged tan dress. “Hi, folks,” she
said brightly. “I'm Gypsy. That's just my name; I'm not a real
gypsy.”

Noah masked his amazement, taking it in
stride. “Hello, Gypsy. I am Noah. This is my friend Si. And Jay,
who arrived just before you. You have a—a Bead?”

“Sure do,” Gypsy said, holding up a
bright orange bead with several holes. “And you must too. With
seven holes.”

“I do,” Noah agreed. “Only mine's a
brick. That I reshaped into a bracelet.” He held up his
arm.

“Mine's a rock,” Jay said. “With
holes.”

“Okay,” Noah said, taking charge
because he knew Si wouldn't. “We don't know each other yet, but we
must have things in common. We're all children. We're all misfits,
maybe, with dull or difficult home lives. We all found bricks or
beads or rocks with weird holes. We've all got minds that can see
how odd these artifacts are, though other folk may not notice. We
all sighted through them, and they took us here.” He took a breath.
“Si and I have been exploring the Ark. It seems to be a four sided
pyramid floating it space, far from our homes. It's alien, but
there are no aliens here. There's a picture of Earth in sight of
two portholes. There's a neat fridge, and toilet, and hammock in
each suite. That's about what we know so far.”

Now Si spoke up. “And the artifacts can do
remarkable things. Like protect a person with a jolt of
electricity, or make something light, or bend things around
topologically. And this ship maybe collects children. We're nervous
about that.”

There was a pause. “Misfits,” Jay said. “I
told you I eat dirt. They were going to put me in the loony bin, so
I ran away. I'm not crazy, I just have to do this one thing.”

“Magnesium, maybe,” Gypsy said. “Or
some other trace mineral. A lot of people are short of it, and some
have to get it where they can. Like dirt.”

“It doesn't disgust you?”

“Why should it? I’m a free spirit. I'll
try anything once, even dirt. But it doesn't taste good, so I
don't.” She shrugged. “Metabolisms differ.”

“I think I like you.”

Gypsy eyed him flirtatiously. “Well, I'm
likable.”

“I ran away too,” Si said. “My
stepfather was raping me.”

“Girl, you had reason,” Gypsy said
seriously.

“Let's all get to know each other
better,” Noah said. “I'm from Vermont.”

“New Mexico,” Si said.

“Georgia,” Gypsy said.

“And I'm from Alaska,” Jay said. “Know
something? We're from far apart.”

“We think it's matter transmission,”
Noah said. “When we step inside the tree it's not really the tree,
but transport to the Ark. These aliens really know their stuff.
What we can't figure is why they want a bunch of messed-up children
here. Except that maybe adults would rob them.”

“Maybe the artifacts are for someone
else,” Jay said. “But we found them first.”

“Mine looked just like a regular
brick,” Noah said. “I think it was copied from the brick I already
had. Put where I'd see it. So I think they wanted me, or someone
like me.”

“Put where you'd see it,” Jay said
thoughtfully. “My rock was just like others I'd cleared out of the
hole, getting at more dirt. It would have been put there for me,
yes.”

“I found my Bead in my jewelry box,”
Gypsy said. “I collect cheap beads, all I can find or afford. I
thought it was my regular one, until I saw the holes. It was too
big to tote around in a mini-pocket, so I made it
smaller.”

“You made it small?” Si asked. “I made
mine light.”

“And I reshaped mine,” Noah
said.

“Mine glows,” Jay said.

“Maybe we can help each other,” Noah
said. “Changing our artifacts to be more convenient.”

Soon they were experimenting with reshaping,
lightening, sizing, and glowing artifacts, and learning how to
deliver electric shocks. Surprisingly quickly they seemed like old
friends.

“I notice we're all from widely
different places,” Gypsy said. “I wonder if the other sample
artifacts fade out once one is picked up and tuned in.”

“Makes sense if they want a varied
group,” Jay said.

“Let's try the fridge now,” Si said.
“I've noticed the one I use tends to stock what I want, as if it
can read our minds. Maybe it has whatever you get from dirt,
Jay.”

They checked. There was a small bowl of dirt.
Jay took it and dipped his finger into it, tasting it. His face lit
up. “Food of the gods!” he exclaimed. “Chocolate flavored. I can
tell already it has what I need.” In moments he had gobbled it all
down.

Now if only it could help emotional needs as
readily, Noah thought.

“Can we newcomers have a tour of the
Ark?” Gypsy asked. “I've never been on a spaceship
before.”

They toured it. The outer shape did indeed
seem to be a four sided pyramid with triangular panels, subdivided
into numerous smaller chambers of the same shape. There were seven
sleeping rooms with hammocks and toilets and fridges, as well as
more general chambers. It was clear that the Ark had been built to
accommodate at least seven people.

“Say!” Gypsy exclaimed as she peered
through a porthole. “Earth!”

She had found another suite with a working
port.

“I'm sure that didn't work before,” Si
said.

Noah figured it out. “It's tuned to her Bead!
Just as the other two are tuned to my Brick and Si's Bead. These
are assigned suites. I'll bet we all use different holes to sight
through, too.”

They compared notes, and it was true.

“Maybe there's a porthole for me,
then,” Jay said.

There was. Now four portholes were
operative.

“They really are making us welcome,” Si
said.

“Why?” Jay asked, voicing Noah's
concern. “What's in it for them?”

What, indeed.

“I wonder,” Gypsy said. “These Bricks
or Beads can do marvelous things by themselves. Suppose we put two
together? Would it magnify their power?”

“Or cancel it out,” Jay
said.

“Let's try. I'm game if you are.” She
held up her Bead, growing it to be as large as a Brick.

“Okay.” Jay held up his
Rock.

The two artifacts touched. They seemed to
merge, forming a single blob with holes going deep through it.

“How many holes?” Noah asked, not sure
what he was seeing.

Jay counted. “Six.”

“But each alone has seven,” Gypsy
protested. “Together they should have fourteen, or if they overlap,
at least seven.”

“You count
'em.”

She counted. “Six,” she admitted,
troubled.

“Can they be separated?” Noah asked.
“Because we need them to get in and out of the Ark.”

Jay held one side of the lump, and Gypsy held
the other side. They pulled, and the thing came apart, reforming as
Bead and Rock. That was a relief.

“This is odd, even for the artifacts,”
Si said. “There must be a reason. Maybe we should try merging
three.”

Jay and Gypsy merged their artifacts again,
and Si touched her Bead to the mass. It quickly melded, making the
mass rounder. They counted holes.

Five. They were slightly larger than the
others had been.

Wordlessly Noah added his Brick. It merged,
and the resultant mass had just four holes, another size
larger.

They looked at each other. “I just can't make
sense of this,” Si said. “What does it gain anyone or anything to
lose a hole each time? If seven artifacts were put together, there
would be only one hole.”

Noah got a bright notion. “We look through
one hole to find our way to the ark. The other holes don't seem to
go anywhere. Maybe that's because only one hole is actually
engaged, the key one for that person. Meanwhile only one porthole
shows the picture of Earth. It's as if the Ark is an artifact
itself, with just one hole working. Maybe this is showing us that
if we had seven artifacts, and put them together, that one hole
remaining would orient on Earth.”

“But we can already go to Earth by
ourselves,” Si said. “What is gained there?”

“What about this,” Noah said. “So far
we've just been able to look at the picture. Maybe if we merged all
the artifacts it would make one big hole, and we could go
physically it to that picture? Where maybe we could find out what
this is all about?”

“We've seen strange things,” Gypsy
said. “Maybe it would work.”

“Let's get them apart while we think
about it,” Jay said. “For one thing, we don't have seven. Maybe
there are more children to join the party.”

They put their hands on the glob, and it came
apart, returning each artifact to its owner. They were all
relieved.

“I gotta go home before I'm missed,”
Gypsy said. “It's been nice meeting you, and I want to come
again.”

“I have to go home too,” Noah
said.

“I'd rather stay here,” Jay said. “This
is one neat ship.”

“You would?” Si asked a bit
tightly.

Then Noah realized that there might be a
problem. If Jay stayed, Si would be alone with him. She wouldn't
want that, regardless how nice Jay might be. She barely trusted
Noah, and Jay was a relative stranger. Having a knife and the Bead
wouldn't be enough to put her at ease.

“Well, I'm a runaway. If I go home I'll
be institutionalized. This is better.”

It did make sense. But it could mess up
Si.

Noah knew he needed to fix this before it
became a problem. “Jay, if you stay here, there's something you
have to know. You have to stay away from Si.”

Jay was surprised. “What, she's your
girlfriend or something?”

“Yes,” Si said quickly. Noah realized
that she didn't want to share her touching problem or the reason
for it. At least not yet. It was easier to give a conventional
reason, such as the jealousy of a boyfriend.

Jay shrugged. “Okay.”

Maybe that would do. He would play along. “So
while I'm gone, she'll be in her room, alone. You can have a room
of your own. You won't see her.”

“Okay,” Jay repeated. “What about
Gypsy?”

“Is it okay for me to come out when
she's here?” Si asked Noah, as if needing his
permission.

So the presence of another girl would ease
her concern. He feigned slight reluctance. “Yeah, I guess.”

“Thank you. Bye.” She kissed him on the
cheek and retreated to the room she had chosen, the one with the
porthole that worked for her. The door slid closed.

“Actually I sort of like the look of
Gypsy,” Jay said. “But no girl's ever had much interest in me. Not
when they learn about the dirt. Maybe Gypsy's
different.”

Noah appreciated his sentiment. “I know how
that is. Si's my first. I'm not interested in Gypsy. And maybe with
your fridge, you won't need dirt anymore, anyway.” They were
establishing boundaries.

“Okay,” Jay said once more. “I'll stay
in my room.”

“See you tomorrow,” Noah said. “I've
got chores, school, stuff like that. Out in the real
world.”

“Right. Tomorrow we'll try to find out
more about this Ark. Like why is it even here, and where it's
going.”

“Sure thing. Bye.” Noah touched the
outer wall, and was outside the tree.

He pondered as he made his way home. Now they
were four, and if the holes were right, there would be three more.
What would happen when all seven were on the Ark? There had to be a
larger alien purpose, and it made him extremely nervous. This could
be the greatest adventure ever, or the worst disaster.

There seemed to be only one way to find out:
stay with it until the absent aliens showed their hand, scary as
that was.

 



Lyris

“You can sleep late tomorrow,” Mom
murmured as she checked him that evening. “You won't be going to
school.”

“I won't?” he asked,
surprised.

“I've cleared it with the school. You
have a special project. Don't be concerned.” She
departed.

But he was concerned. He knew of no special occasion
that would excuse him from school, and he wasn't ill. What was on
her mind? He trusted her beyond all others, and knew she would
never deceive him or do anything to harm him, but this was odd. He
hope it wouldn’t mess up his next visit to the Ark.

The Ark! Could she have caught on? But how
could she? He had said nothing, and had never missed a chore. So
maybe it was something else entirely. He slept.

In the morning after breakfast his brother
and sister caught the school bus as usual, while Noah stayed home.
His father kissed Mom and left for work. Noah was alone with Mom.
That made him oddly nervous, because it was distinctly outside the
family routine.

She did not keep him waiting. “Noah, we need
to talk.”

He knew that tone. He gave her his full
attention immediately. “Present.”

“You are up to something strange, and I
need to know all about it. I am not just talking about the
girl.”

Uh-oh. “Mom, I'm not sure I can tell you, or
anyone.”

“Let me be more specific. You have been
disappearing into the forest on a daily basis, presumably to see
the girl. But there's no house there, no human works of any kind.
It is the state forest in the heart of the Green Mountain range,
protected from development. There is no shelter for that girl. So
where is she?”

“She's all right, Mom. She's safe.
Honest.”

“I believe you. However, there is
something you need to know about women.”

“Mom, she's eleven! She's only a
girl.”

“A girl is a young woman. We have
certain things in common. From what you tell me, she is desperate.
She can't go home, and is dependent on you to help her survive. She
will do what she needs to to keep you amenable to her purpose. That
is no guarantee that she likes you personally.”

“Mom!”

“Because if you left her one day and
did not return, she would be in dire straits. She
must ensure your cooperation. She
does that by evoking your passion.”

“Mom!”

“In her fashion. She kisses you so that
you like her. She has had brutal experience. She is capable of
doing a lot more than that if she has to.”

“Mom! She can't even let herself be
touched.”

“So she says. That keeps you safely at
bay despite your feeling for her. It's a woman's way.”

Noah was stricken. Could she be right? Could
Si be playing him along, to get what she wanted, paying him off
with kisses he only thought were genuine expressions of emotion?
The very notion was heartbreaking. “Oh, no,” he breathed in
anguish.

Mom had mercy. “I didn't say she doesn't like
you, Noah, merely that she is in an extremely difficult situation.
There is a range of possibilities. My interest is in seeing that
you are not unduly hurt, physically or emotionally.”

As he could be. “How—how can I tell?”

“I doubt you can, Noah. But I'm pretty
sure I can tell. I shall have
to meet her.”

Suddenly he wanted that. “Maybe I can bring
her here, at least for an hour.”

“We shall see. But there's a great deal
more to it than that.”

“Yes.”

“You go there, and you disappear,
literally, from the face of the earth.”

“But I come back, Mom. I just have to
see to her, then come back here.”

“I have been tracking you, Noah. How
can you vanish as you do?”

“It's a—a special place.”

“And what is it you are wearing on your
arm?”

“That's hard to explain. You might not
believe it.”

“Try me.”

“It's a brick.”

“It does not look like a
brick.”

“I—I reshaped it.”

“Show me.”

Reluctantly, Noah slid the brick off his arm
and set it on the table. It immediately reverted to its original
form: a reddish brown brick weighing about three and a half
pounds.

Mom picked it up and turned it over. “This
seems unremarkable to me. If I had not seen it form once you took
it from your arm, I would not believe it was ever anything other
than a completely ordinary brick.”

“Well, it has three holes on one side,”
Noah explained. “And four on the other.”

“I see three on each side.”

Noah took it back. “This side has four.”

“That side has three.”

“You can't see them?”

“I see three holes,” she said with a
hint of impatience.

So it was true. An adult could not see the
brick for what it was. “This is why it's hard to explain. You can't
see what I see.”

“I did see it change from a bracelet to
a brick. Have you become a magician?”

“Not exactly, Mom.” Noah held the
brick, and focused, stretching it out and bending it around until
he had the bracelet back. He put it on. It remained heavy; it had
lost the lightness Si had given it. “It's special. I found it out
by the gate.”

“Next item,” she said briskly. “I track
you by your cell phone. You have it not only to call home in an
emergency, but to advise me of your whereabouts. I can use my phone
to read your location at any time, as I do that of your siblings.
That way I know you are where you are supposed to be, and safe.
Until recently.”

He had forgotten about that property of the
cell phone. He simply kept it in his pocket and never used it,
knowing that it was for emergencies only. “I've been safe, Mom.” He
hoped.

“You go into the forest, and then the
signals stop,” she continued inexorably. “Only to resume perhaps
two hours later, as you return. Worse, they are not always local.
Yesterday your phone indicated that you were in New Mexico. Was
that a spurious signal?”

Oops! “No, Mom. I was with Si. The girl. She
lives there.”

“And how did you get two thousand miles
away in an instant?”

“It's complicated, Mom.”

She gave him the brooks-no-evasion look.
“Tell me all about it.”

“Mom, I don't think I can. I mean, you
wouldn't understand, any more than you do about the brick. You'd
think I was making it all up.”

“Noah, I know better. I can't see what
you see in the brick, but it is plain that you can do some
remarkable things. I am concerned for your welfare, and that of
your friend, and I need to know exactly what you are getting into.
Is it some secret government project that involves matter
transmission to far states?”

“I don't think so. But it may be more
secret than that.”

“Just tell me. I promise to believe
you, and to tell no one else without your permission. You know I
can keep a secret.”

He did know that. There seemed to be no help
for it but to tell her. Oddly relieved, he did so. “It started when
I found the brick, and noticed the holes....”

She listened without interruption or
indication of disbelief.

“...And so now there are four of us,”
he concluded. “Me, Si, Jay and Gypsy. And three more to come,
probably.”

“I think I must see the
Ark.”

“Mom, I don't know if you could get
there.”

“When you touched Si, and she used her
Bead, you transitioned to New Mexico, and back. Your Brick should
function similarly. If I put my hand on your arm and you enter the
Ark, I should go with you. Even if I can't see all the holes in
it.”

“I guess,” he agreed
uncertainly.

“We will go there shortly. Meanwhile I
must acquaint you with certain realities that I have shielded you
from before.”

“Mom! You—Dad--you're not breaking
up?”

She laughed. “Not that bad, son. No, your
father is away most of the time because he is working two jobs to
try to bring in enough money to keep this family afloat
financially. That's why he hardly ever sees you, and why he flops
down to sleep almost the moment he comes home. He hates being
effectively isolated from his family, but he has no choice. He
would toss both jobs in an instant if he could do so without
bankrupting us. But he is locked in, as are we all. If effect, we
have only enough money for two children. But we have three, and
we're not about to sacrifice any one of them to expedience.”

She have him another level look. “That is
another reason why I need to know your situation. If you have found
a way to become independent of our family so that we no longer have
so support you, it would alleviate our financial stress. But we
don't want to lose you, and we would continue uncomfortably close
to the wire regardless. So I need to comprehend your position
completely, to see whether there is anything there for all of us.
It the hope stemming from desperation.”

What could he say? He had had no idea it was
like this. “I'll take you there, Mom.”

“Now would be a good time.”

They walked together to the tree. She wore an
outdoor shirt and jeans and hiking shoes, together with a competent
cap, yet still looked completely feminine. Noah was glad to have
his mother finally in the picture, but worried that she might not
like Si, and/or not find anything in the Ark to help.

They stopped at the maple tree. This was
it.

Mom put her hand on his arm, and Noah touched
the tree.

And they both stood inside the Ark, in the
arrival chamber.

“Si!” Noah called. “I--I brought my
mother.”

Si's door slid open. She still wore the blue
dress. She stood there, surprised.

“I am Lyris Longstreet, Noah's mother,”
Mom said. “Why don't we retire to your room so we can talk
privately?”

Noah was a bit surprised to hear her give her
formal name, but of course it made sense, because she didn't know
Si. To him she would always be Mom.

“Sure, Mrs. Longstreet,” Si agreed
faintly.

“We'll be with you in due course,” Mom
told Noah, dismissing him. The two went into Si's room and the door
slid shut.

Now was the crunch. Mom would take the
measure of Si. That could be joy or tragedy, depending on her
verdict. Noah's stomach muscles were knotted. It wasn't that he was
afraid Mom would let ignorance or prejudice influence her, but that
if her verdict were negative, he would know that she was right.
She did know best.

“Your mother's here?” Jay asked. He had
appeared without Noah noticing.

“She's here. I—I had to let her in. She
won't say anything outside. I trust her.”

“You're close?”

“Oh, yes.”

“I envy you. I wish my folks liked me.
But they don't; I'm a burden. I'd never tell them about the
Ark.”

“I didn't want to, but I had to. Mom's
worried about me and Si.”

“What's wrong with Si?”

“Nothing, I hope. Mom will
decide.”

Jay shrugged. “Say, last night while I was on
my own, I found something. Looked a little like a dirt bike. Can't
figure what it's doing here.”

Noah smiled. “I guess you know about
dirt.”

“I do. But this is something else,
really.”

Jay took him to a storage chamber. Inside
were not one, but seven curious machines. They did look a bit like
motorcycles, but they lacked wheels.

“Updoc?”

Both of them jumped. It was Gypsy standing
behind them. Noah realized that her greeting was a shortened
“What's up, doc?” from a cartoon.

“Bikes, maybe,” Jay said.

“Oh, fun! Let me try one.” Gypsy took
hold of one and hauled it out onto the main floor. She got on, put
her hands on the handlebars, and floated up off the floor while the
two boys stared. “Neat!” She accelerated forward.

“She didn't even know we didn't know
how to make it go,” Jay said. “I really like that girl.” He hauled
out another bike and got on it. “Let's see, the hands must control
it.”

Noah got one himself, and together they
figured it out: the left hand grip controlled velocity, the right
hand direction. Squeeze with the left to go fast or slow or pause
in place. Aim the right to go in any direction, including up and
down. Very nice bikes.

Gypsy cruised smoothly along to rejoin them.
“But what use are they here?” she asked. “We don't have far enough
to go around the Ark to need them.”

“They must be for when we get off the
Ark,” Jay said.

“We can't take them home,” Noah pointed
out.

“There must be somewhere else we don't
yet know about,” Gypsy said.

They put the bikes away and returned to the
main entry room. There were Lyris and Si, with their arms around
each other's waists, tears on their faces. “She'll do,” Mom told
Noah.

“Shes the perfect mother,” Si
said.

Noah decided not to inquire what they had
said to each other. He was immensely relieved that the outcome was
positive.

“I wish my mother would hold me like
that,” Jay said.

“Come here, Jay,” Lyris said, turning
Si loose.

He went to her, and she hugged him. And he
dissolved in tears. It seemed that no one had done that in his
family.

“My mother died last year,” Gypsy said.
“I tried to cover over the void with a carefree attitude, but I
think I'm about to fall in now.”

“Come here,” Lyris told her as she
turned Jay loose.

Gypsy went to her, and was similarly
embraced. And dissolved similarly into tears.

Noah stared. He had known of his mother's
enormous empathy, but hadn't realized that the other two children
were so vulnerable. But then he had never experienced that kind of
void.

Si, now disengaged, came to him. “Don't touch
me,” she murmured. Then she put her arms about him and hugged him
close. After a moment she spoke again. “Don't move.” Then she took
one of his arms and put it around her, followed by the other. He
hadn't moved, she had moved him. Finally she lifted her face to
his, hers wet with tears. “Don't kiss me,” she said just before she
kissed him.

He stood there unmoving, being embraced and
kissed, in temporary heaven. He knew it was Mom's effect.

Finally she let him go. “That's how it is,
for now.”

“It will do,” he said.

“Now show me around the Ark,” Lyris
said.

They did so gladly. Noah had always known
that his mother had enormous empathy; in her presence burdens
tended to ease and even fade out. He had always thought she was the
world's greatest Mom; now he had proof. Si, Gypsy, and Jay lacked
real mothers, and that void estranged them from their families.
They orbited Mom like planets around a star. Noah felt pride rather
than jealousy; for one thing, it justified his bringing her here.
No one would second guess him now.

They showed her everything, and she responded
appreciatively. He had not before observed her with other children,
apart from his siblings who of course didn't count. She really was
good at giving each her special attention, and making each feel
important. It was a marvelous art that made no headlines and
garnered no riches, but was essential for bonding. She would have
made a great teacher.

“This is interesting,” Lyris said.
“Have you noticed that each porthole orients on a different section
of the continent?”

The children looked at each other. No one had
noticed.

“Noah's port shows New England at the
center, with the rest spreading out beyond,” Lyris continued. “Si's
port shows the southwest. Jay's, here, shows the northwest.” She
turned to Jay. “I wonder if we could experiment?”

“Sure,” Jay said immediately. His
eagerness to please her was almost painfully apparent.

“I suspect your port responds to your
rock. See if you can magnify the image. That is, zoom in on the
center. Just concentrate on it.”

Jay faced the port and obligingly
concentrated. “Wow!” He stepped back.

Lyris glanced through the port, and smiled.
“Look.”

Si and Noah took turns looking. The image was
now Alaska, too large to include much else.

“Let's see how close you can get,”
Lyris suggested.

They stood behind Jay as he focused again.
Noah was between Gypsy and Si, and their bodies were touching, but
he was careful to remain quite still. The image expanded rapidly,
as if they were a meteor heading for a crash. It finally oriented
on a large tree. “My contact,” Jay said. “I'd know it anytime.”

They went on to Gypsy's porthole, and she did
the same, orienting on the mountains of the state of Georgia, and
another large tree, so close it seemed almost touchable. They had
learned something new about the portholes.

“I wonder,” Gypsy said
thoughtfully.

Lyris looked at her. “Yes?”

“If I went back there, could you see
me?”

“Why don't we try it, dear.”

Gypsy held her Bead and touched the outer
wall. She vanished.

And appeared in the porthole view, standing
beside the trunk of the tree. She waved. Then she touched the tree,
and reappeared in the Ark. “Did you see me?”

“We sure did,” Jay said. “You
waved.”

“So it's live,” she said, excited. “It
really is the world, not a picture."

Impressed almost to the point of awe, they
continued the tour.

At one point Noah was walking beside Gypsy.
“I miss her awfully, but my mother wasn't perfect, before she
died,” Gypsy murmured. “Yours is. I love her. So does Jay.”

He felt oddly complimented. “You're
welcome.”

“Maybe she can be our den mother, or
something. We all need her, and so will the children to
come.”

“Well, she can't stay here. She has a
family to run. And--”

“And?”

“We—we don't have much money. She can't
take much time off, or we'll go broke.”

She nodded. “I know how that is. My folks
never had enough either. But the Ark is special. Maybe we can find
a way to help.”

“I sure don't know how.”

“We'll think about it.”

They left it at that as the tour continued.
One thing was certain: Lyris was now a key part of their group. The
lone adult member. Noah was pleased.

 



Rex, Beryl,
Solita

They completed the loop back to the entry
lobby. And halted.

There was another boy. He was large and
lanky, with tousled brown hair, in shaggy clothing, and held some
kind of wooden device in one hand. But the main thing was the scar
on his face. It started on the left side of his forehead, slanted
down between the eyes to take out the bridge of his nose, and
pretty well messed up his right cheek. It made him look like a
Halloween monster.

Lyris spoke. “Three holes on one side, four
on the other?”

“Yes, ma'am,” the boy
replied.

“You touched the tree trunk, and here
you are.”

“Yes'm.”

“No one likes you because of your
scar.”

“Yes'm.”

“What is your name?”

“Rex.”

She took a step forward. “Come here,
Rex.”

Rex obeyed.

Lyris enfolded him. He was as tall as she
was, but she was every inch an adult woman and he a child. “We like
you, Rex. We don't care how you look. We have scars of our own,
where they don't show. You are now a member of the crew of the Ark,
a ship in orbit about the world. You don't have to go home unless
you want to.”

He melted. Just like that she had recruited
him.

The four other children shared a glance. They
all knew how it was. Lyris could not be resisted. She had spoken
for them all. She could have been dressed in a gorilla suit, and
still held them in thrall.

“Now we will play a game of Questions,”
Lyris said. “We will sit on the floor in a circle facing each
other. Each of us will introduce him or herself and ask you a
question, which you must answer briefly and honestly. Then you will
ask the other a question, and have a good answer. When the circle
is complete, we will all know each other better.” She sat
cross-legged on the floor.

Rex sat opposite her. The others filled in on
the sides, Noah and Si to Lyris' left, Jay and Gypsy to her right,
completing the circle.

“I will start,” Mom said. “I am Lyris,
the mother of the boy on my left, and not part of the crew, because
I have no artifact with holes.” She smiled briefly. “My son let me
in, and will let me out when I go home, soon. Now my question to
you is what do you hold in your hand? Is it your artifact, the one
with the holes?”

“No, ma'am,” Rex answered. “It's just a
gimcrack. My—my artifact is invisible. I—I got a lot of time to
myself, and I make things from wood. They're just maybe toys. Do
you want me to show you?”

“Yes, please.”

“I need a board to put it
on.”

Mom glanced at Noah. “Can you make a
board?”

Noah removed his Block and shaped it into a
flat board. He extended it to Rex. It did not revert when he let go
of it, maybe because it was his will that guided it rather than
just his touch. They could handle each other's Bricks without
changing them, when they wanted to do so.

“Thanks.” Rex held the board with one
hand, one end lifted a few inches, the other resting on the floor,
so that it formed a small ramp. He set his gimcrack on it and let
it go. The thing moved down the slope with a peculiar rolling gait,
paused, somersaulted, and started over, until it reached the floor.
It didn't have legs, exactly, or wheels, and wasn't a robot or a
vehicle, yet somehow it traveled. It was hard to see exactly what
was happening.

“Weird,” Jay breathed. “I like
it.”

Noah took back his Brick and reshaped it to
his wrist.

Gypsy was antsy. “Mother Lyris, may I take my
turn?”

“Rex hasn't finished, dear,” Mom
answered. “He gets to ask me a question.”

“I'll wait,” Rex said
quickly.

“It's this,” Gypsy said. “Would a
gimcrack make a good commercial toy? One that could be sold for
money? Maybe a lot?”

 

Noah caught her meaning. “Enough to—to ease
the squeeze on our family?”

Lyris frowned. “We would not take what
belongs to Rex.”

“Take it,” Rex said. “I make new ones
all the time, each different. They're just junk.”

“Commercial
junk,” Gypsy said. “There's a difference.”

Noah plowed on. “So that you could take more
time, Mom, to help us all, including Rex. So that you could be our
den mother and Earth connection, so we could do whatever we need to
on the Ark, and you could support us when we needed stuff from
outside, and it wouldn't be anybody else's business.”

Lyris pursed her lips. Then she addressed
Rex. “Allow me to answer the question you haven't asked, Rex. Such
as what is this all about? It is that I would like to support all
of you in your project here on the Ark, whatever it may be, but my
time away from my family is limited, and my husband can't take on
any added burden. So yes, we could use money; it would help. And
yes, such an odd toy might have commercial value. I think of the
slinky that walks itself down stairs, or the Little King doll that
walks down a slope, or the windup toy motor that does nothing but
turn itself off. Novelties can be very big, for a season. I don't
know how to handle such a thing, but my husband does. If you really
don't mind letting such a toy go, you could talk about it with my
husband. It just might help a lot.”

“Ma'am, anything you want,” Rex said.
Noah realized that he was as smitten with her as a mother figure as
he, Noah, was with Si as a girlfriend figure. One understanding hug
or kiss could do it, when a person was lonely.

Lyris looked at the other children. “This has
rather disrupted our game of introductions. Suppose I take Rex
home, now—my home—and see what we can learn? It might make a
difference.”

“Do it,” Gypsy said, and the others
nodded. “We'll finish the game another time.”

Lyris glanced at Noah. “You can bring him
back here later in the day, when we have news.”

“Sure.” Because only Noah's brick would
let them out of the Ark in Vermont.

Lyris stood up, and so did the others. The
three of them walked to the wall, where Noah took two other hands
and stepped through.

They were in the Vermont forest. “This way,”
Mom said, leading. “Noah, while we walk, you can tell Rex more
about the Ark.”

Noah did. “Wow,” was about all Rex said as he
listened.

They reached the house. “Your father will be
returning for lunch at any moment,” Lyris said. “I'll get you boys
a snack.”

She did. They chewed on wholesome nuts,
raisins, cheese, crackers and chocolate. Then she sat down opposite
them while they finished the homemade trail mix. Her snacks were
never unhealthy. “Boys, there's something else. That Ark of yours
is potent.”

Noah knew she had something more on her mind.
“We like it.”

“There's an ambiance, a spirit to it
that induces a positive emotion, making you like it and want to
stay there.”

“Yes ma'am,” Rex agreed. “I felt
it.”

“I felt it too. More than that, there's
a certain intensification of feelings. Si and I worked that out as
we talked. She normally would not have touched you, Noah, but in
that place she just had to express herself in a way she never
ordinarily would have. That's why she kissed you. It was the only
way she could find to convey an emotion she never felt before.
She's not trying to use you; she genuinely likes you. She feels
clean in your presence; you don't condemn her for being a victim.
She's a good girl.”

“I'm glad,” Noah breathed. “She thought
she was dirty. She's not.”

“She's not,” Mom agreed. “Your feeling
intensified too, beyond what it would have in a normal situation.
The two of you are effectively in love, young as you are. But it's
not entirely natural. It's because of the atmosphere of the ark. It
forces the issue, emotionally, and will do so with
others.”

“Mom, how can you know
that?”

“Because I was there. It affected me
too. Just as it intensifies boy-girl relationships, it intensifies
mother-child relationships. I normally would not have been so
forward with other people's children. Such as you, Rex. You needed
nurturing. This is not so much a reflection of your merits or
needs, but of the Ark.”

“O ma'am, I love what you
did!”

She smiled. “Yes, it's a powerful
positive catalyst, and I do not regret it. I seek merely to
understand it. I am thinking that this really is an Ark, in that it
carries people in pairs, two by two. Noah and Si, Jay and Gypsy,
you and me, Rex, in a different manner. It is probably better not
to fight it, as this seems harmless. Just don't take it too far.
You are children; adult
relationships can wait until you are ready for them.”

“Yes, ma'am,” Noah and Rex said almost
together.

“But be careful. This thing is not just
physical, it's emotional. You are being primed for something we do
not yet understand. But I believe it is benign; that, too, came
across.”

“I felt it the moment I got there,” Rex
said. “And I knew the rest of you felt the same.”

Noah's father arrived promptly at noon. Noah
saw, with the perspective of recent events, how worn he looked. His
dark hair was thinning, and there was a certain heaviness to his
tread. Indeed, he was working too hard.

“Dear,” Lyris said to him as she served
him a sandwich. “This won't take long unless it's important. I have
brought home a friend of Noah's who has skill with wood. You may be
interested.”

“Oh?”

“First an introduction. This is Rex.
Rex, this is my husband Lockwood Longstreet. He knows something
about wood. Show him your toy.”

Rex put the toy on the table. Lyris fetched a
breadboard, put the toy on it, and tilted it. The thing made its
erratic descent.

Lockwood picked it up and inspected it
closely. “Got any more like this?”

Rex shrugged. “I make them and throw them
away. I can make others, if I have the wood. No two are quite the
same.”

“Is it commercial?” Lyris
asked.

“Could be. I never saw one quite like
this before. It's clever. All wood, with an axle, off-center cams,
chain and pulley. All in miniature. Fine, intricate workmanship.”
He looked up. “You carved this out of one piece of
wood?”

“Yes. It's slow, but it's
fun.”

“You have extremely clever
hands.”

Rex shrugged. “It's just what I do.”

“Let me make a call.” He lifted his
cell phone and selected a number. “Hank? Lockwood here. I've got a
walking wood toy with a funny design. Might be commercial. You
could judge.” He paused, listening. “No motor. It's just
articulated wood. Walks weirdly on an incline.” Pause. “Okay. Lyris
will see you when you get here. I have to get back to work.” He got
up, kissed Lyris, and departed.

Hank showed up an hour later. They showed him
the toy, and he made a call. Then he spoke to the three of them.
“They're interested. They'll pay good money for three variants they
can reproduce and exploit. There'll be paperwork, but if you need
fast cash, this will do it. I'll take a fair commission, of
course.”

“How much for the deal?” Lyris asked
tightly.

Hank named a figure. Lyris stared. “You're
joking.”

“I don't joke about business, ma'am.
The right toy in the right season is valuable. It's what you might
call a preemptive offer. Not the best deal possible, but if it
works out, there'll be better deal to come.”

Lyris turned to Rex. “An adult will have to
sign the agreement. It's a lot of money. Are you willing to have us
handle it?”

“Do it,” he said immediately. “I trust
you.”

“Then make two more walking toys with
different details. I will sign the agreement in loco parentis. Unless you would prefer to have
one of your own parents do it.”

“No! Leave them out of it.”

She nodded, not questioning him. “I
will probably have to say it is Noah's invention, because I
am his parent. Can you accept
that?”

“Sure.”

“Then we may be in business. Time for
you to return to the Ark. I know how it summons you. It
summons me.”

Noah and Rex walked back. “That's nice of you
to let us have the rights to the toy.”

“Your mother didn't even blink when she
saw me. She didn't care about my face.”

“She saw you as what you were: a lonely
boy. She knew you had to have a Brick or Bead, so were special. So
she handled it.”

“If giving away my junky toys means I
can have her in my life, that's plenty.”

“I think it does. But we don't yet know
where the Ark is going. It could be dangerous.”

“That's fine. You folks are great and I
want to be with you, for good or ill. Now if I just had a
girlfriend like yours, I'd have everything I want.”

Noah thought of what Mom had said about the
Ark fostering two by two. That was surely what made Rex think of a
girl new. “There are still two kids to come. They'll have Bricks or
Beads. They'll be committed. Maybe one will be a girl.”

“And she won't freak at my
face?”

“That I can't promise. Mind telling me
what happened?”

“I did it to myself when I was four.
I'm ten now. I was climbing where I shouldn't, and fell across the
edge of a cabinet. Lucky I didn't lose an eye. Surgery would've
cost ten times as much as my family had, so that was that. They
told me it was my punishment for being a bad boy.”

“If—if the toys bring in enough money,
maybe you could get it fixed now.”

Rex shrugged. “Easier to find a girl who sees
past my face.”

“That might be the best girl of
all.”

They reached the tree. “Mine's a big beech
tree, back in Kansas.”

“We're from all over the
country.”

Noah took Rex's hand and touched the Maple
tree. They were inside. There were extra people there.

“Here they are now,” Gypsy said
brightly. “Boys, meet Beryl and Solita. Girls, meet Noah and Rex.
Noah's taken; Rex isn't.”

Two girls! Did the Ark grant wishes? And
Gypsy had picked up on the pairing urge.

“Hi, boys,” Beryl said. “I'm from
Oregon.” She was strikingly pretty, with waist length blond hair
and a face to launch ships, even as a child.

“Uh, hello Beryl,” Noah said. “We're
from Vermont and Kansas. Rex makes neat wooden toys.”

“Solita's shy,” Gypsy said. “She's from
Louisiana and she's nine.”

Noah laughed. The girl was fully grown with a
striking figure.

“No joke,” Gypsy said. “That's why
she's shy. She matured early and she gets teased a lot. Except for
the men who want to get in her pants regardless of her age. She
just wants to get away from it. I told her you weren't like
that.”

Noah blushed, acutely embarrassed. “I'm
sorry, Solita. I just thought—I apologize. I'm—I'm
not like that.”

“Me neither,” Rex said, though clearly
awed.

“'Sokay,” Solita said. Her voice was
low, almost a whisper. “You didn't know.”

“Rex,” Gypsy said. “You looking for a
girlfriend?”

“Yeah,” Rex agreed, embarrassed in his
turn.

“Can you keep your hands to
yourself?”

“Sure. But--”

“Will Solita do? She needs somebody to
look out for her.”

“Sure she'll do! She's beautiful.
But--”

“They call her Lolita. It's not a nice
tease.”

“Anyone does that, I'll punch him,” Rex
said stoutly.

“Don't, please,” Solita said. But she
smiled. She was as pretty as Beryl, in a completely different
way.

“Have you looked at me?” Rex asked
her.

She looked directly at him. “Do people tease
you too?”

That made him pause. She was as different as
he was, in her fashion. “Sometimes. Mostly they avoid me.”

“I won't. Do you mind that I'm
black?”

“No! I mean I'd really like to be with
you. No hands.”

“Good enough,” Gypsy said. “We don't
have to fight the mood of the Ark.” She glanced at Noah. “Now
what's your news?”

“Your idea about the wood toys,” Noah
said. “It's working. We think there'll be a lot of money. But Rex
has to make two more.”

“Great! There's plenty of loose wood
around my tree in Georgia. Let's go fetch some.” She put her hand
on Rex's arm and touched the wall. Both disappeared.

“Does he mean it?” Solita asked Noah.
“About being with me, no hands?”

“I'm pretty sure he does. He wants a
girlfriend who's not turned off by his face.” He paused,
considering, hesitant to step into a parental role. But it needed
to be done. “I don't know you, yet, Solita. I'm hoping you can be
trusted.”

She was suspicious. “Trusted how?”

“Not to break his heart. It's not your
body he needs, but your support. His face—they told him it was
punishment for being bad. He wasn't bad, he was just a kid who
fell. Do you believe that?”

“Yes.”

“Never call him bad. He has a rare
talent carving wood, and it can help us a lot. He needs someone who
doesn't mind his face, and who believes in him. A friend, more than
a girlfriend.”

“Will he believe in me?”

“He surely will.”

“Even though I'm younger than I
look?”

“You're only one year younger than Rex
is.”

“I don't mind his face at all. I need a
friend more than a boyfriend.”

“Then it should work out. We have a
really great project here, we think, and we all need to be
committed. We're all hurting inside, in some way.”

“How are you hurting?”

Noah smiled. “There you got me. I'm much
better off than the rest of you. I dream of being a hero, winning
the Queen of Andromeda. The regular world just doesn't interest me
much. I've got great parents and I've never been abused. So I guess
I'm not really hurting. But still I long for super adventure, and I
think we have it here, if we can just make the grade.”

“Is it dangerous?”

“It may be. We can't be
sure.”

Now she smiled. “I'm in.”

Noah looked around. “Where is Si?”

“Somebody's sleeping in her room. I
think that's her. She doesn't know about me and Beryl yet. We just
arrived, almost together.”

“Oh. Do you have a room
yet?”

“No.”

“It's the one that matches your Bead.
You can tell because the porthole will show Earth. Come on; we'll
find it.” He saw that Beryl was hanging back. She didn't seem shy,
merely apart. “You too, Beryl; you'll like it.”

“Okay.”

He showed them the way around the chambers.
Soon they found the matching ones, which wasn't hard because there
were only three left to choose from.

“Oh!” Solita exclaimed, peering though
hers. “We're so high in the sky!”

“It may be just a picture; we don't
know. Here's your fridge, stocked with food you like. And here is
the, um, toilet. It looks funny, but it works.” He poked his hand
through the seemingly solid metal. “So you don't need to go home
unless you want to. Everything we need is here.”

They returned to the lobby. Gypsy and Rex
were back with armfuls of wood. They dumped these in the last
chamber, which was of course Rex's, and Gypsy explained about the
facilities. “So if you want to rest or sleep,” Gypsy concluded,
“you can lock yourself in safely and do it. Or not, as you
choose.”

“I've got carving to do,” Rex said. He
seemed glad to have something important to do.

“I'm tired,” Solita said. “This is a
whole lot of newness, and I need to sleep on it.”

“Your room is ready,” Noah
said.

“I—I'm nervous about sleeping alone.
I'm not used to it.” She looked at Rex. “Could I sleep in your
room, while you carve? I'll feel safer there.”

Rex looked as if he'd just won a fabulous
lottery. A pretty girl actually wanted his company for longer than
a date? “Sure.”

They went to his room. Gypsy glanced at Noah.
“You talked to her.”

“Yes. I told her Rex was all
right.”

“I talked to him. I think they'll get
along.”

“About that. You know that Jay likes
the look of you?”

“And I like the look of him. Why not?
It seems to be the way of the Ark.”

“Yes. My mother says the same. That it
likes couples. Where is Jay? I haven't seen him since I came
back.”

“He went home to fetch some things.
He'll be staying here.”

“I guess we all will be. Now our roster
is complete.”

“All seven of us.”

“Should we put our bricks together
tomorrow? I think that will set things off.”

“Whatever the things are,” she
agreed.

Si emerged from her room, rubbing her eyes.
“Noah! You're back,” she said.

“Yes. And it's working out. We're
selling Rex's toys. He's carving more right now.”

“I'm so pleased.” She kissed him on the
cheek while he stood still.

“You don't hold her when she comes to
you?” Gypsy asked, surprised.

“I don't,” Noah said. “She can't be
touched by a boy.”

“It's a compromise,” Si said. “I like
him, I really do, but I can't fight my reactions.”

“That's so sweet,” Gypsy said. “Maybe
I'll try it with Jay.”

They laughed together.

 



Mission

Next day, excused from school again, Noah
showed up at the Ark early. The others were ready for him. “Time to
merge the Bricks,” Gypsy said. “We've explained about that to the
others.”

Noah felt nervous. “Do you really think we
should do it?”

“We're all scared,” Si said. “But we
agree we should try it and see what happens.”

“If they explode into a big fireball,”
Jay said, “well, that's the way of it.”

Noah licked his lips. “Then I guess it's
time.”

“It's time,” Gypsy said, and the others
nodded agreement.

They brought out their Bricks and Beads. Each
was different, but all had the holes. “Who starts it?” Si
asked.

“Maybe do it in the order we arrived
here,” Gypsy said. “Seniority, you know.”

Noah held up his Brick. Si touched her Bead
to it, and they merged with their six holes. Noah let go, and the
blob floated there without dropping to the floor. Then Jay touched
his Rock to it, and Gypsy added her Bead. Five holes, then four, as
it had been before.

“Now it gets interesting,” Jay said.
“Your turn, Rex.”

Rex's Brick came into view. He had been
holding it all along, but it had been invisible, per his ability to
modify it. He touched it to the mass. Now there were only three
holes.

“And yours, Beryl,” Jay
said.

Beryl's Bead was a sparkling gem. She touched
it, and the mass shook and formed into two holes.

“And yours, Solita.”

Solita had, it seemed, spent the whole night
with Rex, and was visibly comforted by his presence. She lifted her
glossy dark Bead and touched the mass. Noah suspected that he was
not the only one holding his breath.

The mass quivered as if alive. Then it puffed
into vapor. The vapor swirled in an expanding cloud. The children
stepped back, not letting it touch them.

The cloud became a sphere that filled the
center of the room. It became translucent, then transparent; Noah
could see Rex and Solita through it, opposite him. Its surface
glimmered. All of them stared into it, fascinated by its emptiness.
Was this all there was?

Then a three dimensional image formed. It was
a swirl of tiny lights, forming a large dish thickest in the
center. The individual lights were so small and crowded in the
central plane that they looked like gauzy fabric. It shrank, and
other dishes became visible in all directions. All of them were
slowly spinning, like saucers being hurled over a lake. Each had an
especially bright blob in its center, where the lights orbited
faster, until they were swallowed by it.

“Those are galaxies!” Noah exclaimed.
“With black holes!”

The image returned to the first one,
centering on its rim. “And that must be the Milky Way, our galaxy,”
Si said, squeezing Noah's hand. He hadn't realized that she had
taken it until now. He was careful not to squeeze back.

The focus continued to narrow, until they
seemed to be inside the disk, among the stars, which were far more
widely spaced than they had seemed from a distance. It was a though
they were on a spaceship, flying into the galaxy.

They passed a relatively large red star.
“Beetle-juice!” Jay said. “We're coming into our section of space.”
For it was as if they were traveling through space, and the sphere
was their window to the scene.

They approached a medium small yellow star.
Now they saw tiny motes near it, visible only because they glowed
as if artificially enhanced. Several small ones were circling the
star close in, and several large ones were farther out.

“The Solar System!” Noah said.
“Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn--”

“Uranus, Neptune,” Si said. “And
smaller stuff out beyond. With some dust near Jupiter: the asteroid
belt.”

The system retreated, and the section of the
galaxy around it showed. Their ship was traveling elsewhere, now
they they knew the locale. Near one star was a small bright blue
light. The image closed on that, and it showed as an alien
spaceship in the form of a blue four sided pyramid, orbiting a
yellow/green planet.

“The Ark!” Gypsy said. “Maybe that's
where it came from.”

“Or another world it visited,” Jay
said.

The focus centered on the planet. It was
plainly not Earth: the seas were smaller and yellow, the land
larger and green, and the atmosphere was faintly red. The focus
descended to a lake, where a dinosaur-like creature browsed on
fern-like trees. Fish swam in the lake, but they were not like any
seen on Earth; they had flippers at each end, and mouths in the
center, with sucker parts rather than teeth.

Then out of the fern forest came spider-like
creatures bearing ropes. They surrounded the giant herbivore and
cast ropes at it, looping its legs, head and tail. It fought to
free itself, but the ropes were strong; its efforts only made it
lose its balance and fall ponderously on its side. Then the spiders
swarmed over it, biting its skin so that it bled green ichor, which
they lapped up. Slowly the spiders consumed the dinosaur, from the
outside inward, until only the giant bones remained.

“Ugh,” Beryl muttered, making a face.
Noah glanced at her, noting that even with that expression she was
about the prettiest of the girls. And the only one not matched with
a boy, oddly.

The show continued. In an evident
fast-forward summary the spiders overran the planet, building huge
networks of nests, until no dinosaurs remained to feed on, and not
many plants. Then the spiders started eating each other, and there
was brutal warfare. In the end the planet became a barren waste,
destroyed by its dominant species.

“This makes me uncomfortable,” Noah
said.

“Me too,” Si agreed, squeezing his
hand.

But the show was not over. The focus crossed
the barren land until it came to a high mountain range. Then it
went into the mountains, literally: through the rock to a dark
interior. Soon there was light, showing a miniature world untouched
by the predatory spiders. The dinosaurs and other animals were
there, and the fish in the lakes, including their predators, but it
seemed to be in balance.

“They saved a section!” Gypsy
exclaimed. “They kept out the spiders so it could
prosper.”

“A private paradise,” Solita said,
commenting for the first time. Rex, beside her, smiled
encouragingly. She looked significantly older than he, but that was
deceptive; she was the youngest child.

But the oddest was yet to come. The focus
rose into the sky above the planet, to the orbiting pyramid, and
went on inside it. And there were the spiders!

“They were locked in the pyramid,”
Beryl said. “Where they couldn't hurt the dinosaurs and plants and
fish.”

Except that they weren't locked in. There was
some kind of tunnel connecting the pyramid to the Garden, despite
their different venues, and the spiders were running back and forth
along it. They had access to the Garden! But they were not
molesting it; they were merely visiting it, looking at it, and
returning to the Ark. How could this be explained? It was not the
spider nature they had seen before.

“Somehow the spiders changed their
orientation,” Si said. “Now they care about the welfare of other
creatures.”

“Maybe they saw what a mess of the
planet the other attitude made,” Gypsy said. “So they changed their
ways.”

“Almost too late,” Jay said. “There's
hardly anything left of the original world.”

“Where did they get the Ark?” Rex
asked. “They didn't have that before.”

“From somewhere else,” Noah said
thoughtfully. “It came to help them save what was left of their
world.”

“Why would it do that?” Gypsy asked.
“Why should it care what happens on a distant alien
world?”

There was no answer.

There was another surprise. The blue pyramid
separated into two pyramids looking exactly the same size. One
zoomed away, while the other remained in orbit.

The camera followed the zooming one. The
focus retreated, showing the background of stars, with the blue
light speeding between them.

“It's going to another star system,”
Noah said, catching on.

“How did it divide into two the same
size?” Rex asked.

“Maybe it's a tesseract,” Solita
said.

He glanced at her, surprised. “What's a
tesseract?”

“A four dimensional cube, so it's as
much bigger than a regular cube as a cube is than a
square.”

“That's right,” Noah said, also
surprised. “How did you know that, Solita?”

“Because I wanted to escape without
leaving my home. I could do that, with a tesseract I saw in a
puzzle book. I think the Ark is a tesseract. There's no telling how
many more like it are here.”

A glance went around and through the holo
sphere. “We thought you were all body and no brain,” Gypsy said
after a moment. “Forgive us, Solita.”

“Nobody's stupid, here. The Beans and
Bricks made sure of that.”

“She's right,” Si said. “We've been
selected. We're all children, but we're smart.”

“I just wanted a girlfriend,” Rex said.
“But the better I get to know you, Solita, the more I'm glad it's
you.”

She blushed as well as her dark face could
manage and took his hand. That was answer enough.

Meanwhile the traveling pyramid had found
another stellar system with a habitable planet. It was taking up
orbit. They settled down to watch the nature and history of this
one.

It was a cloudy water world, with hardly any
land. All the life seemed to be in the sea. There were fairly
normal looking blue fish, red jellyfish, and green squid. It was
the squid that got smart enough to modify their environment and
come to dominate the world. And in due course to destroy it.

Except for the hidden realm the pyramid made,
where a selection of other creatures prospered in a protected
environment, minus the squid. And when the squid themselves were
gone, having polluted and heated the water beyond recovery, along
with the rest of the creatures, the sea took time to slowly
recover. When it was suitable, the Garden was opened and its
creatures emerged to repopulate the sea, guided by—a few careful
squid in the Ark.

“This is weird,” Jay said. “The squid
destroy it, but they also help it come back. What makes them change
their minds?”

“And why don't they overpopulate and
ruin things that way even if they don't mean to,” Si said. “The way
they did before?”

“They must be selected,” Beryl said.
“Somehow a few good ones got saved out.”

“By Bricks!” Noah exclaimed, seeing it
in a flash.

“By Bricks and Beads,” Gypsy echoed.
“Just as we were.”

This time the look that went around was
tinged with awe. Could it be true?

“But if they're breeding,” Rex said,
“they're bound to breed too much.”

“Unless there's a limit,” Solita said.
“Like contraception.”

Si eyed her slantwise. “You know about
that?”

“I have to! Men were after me the
moment I got boobs, and it's hard to avoid them.”

“I know,” Si agreed. “And I'm not even
there yet.”

“Ma took me in hand,” Solita said. “I
have a coil.”

“A what?” Gypsy asked.

“It's a little curved wire that fits in
the uterus. It--”

“Prevents conception,” Si said,
evidently uncomfortably with this discussion. “Let's watch the
show.”

The blue pyramid had moved on to a third star
and planet. This one was Earth.

“We're doing it too,” Noah said. “We're
ruining the world. So they're going to help us save it.”

“And we'll tend the Garden of Eden,” Si
said. “That's what we're here for.”

“But we're children!” Gypsy
protested.

“We won't stay children forever,” Noah
said. “We'll grow up and—and--”

“Breed,” Gypsy said. “We're already
paired off, except for Beryl. Only I guess we won't be able to have
more than two children per couple.”

“That's not enough,” Beryl said. “If we
grow up and the six of you have six children, plus our seven
originals, that's only thirteen people. How could we keep track of
a whole world?”

“There must be more,” Rex
said.

Then, as if it heard her, the holo image
shifted. It showed the world, then a much smaller copy of it. That
was the Garden. They saw that it was about a hundredth the size of
the real world, but the same arrangement of seas and continents,
and that it had creatures on it. All except--”

“Mankind!” Noah said.

“And the other mammals,” Gypsy said. “I
wonder why no mammals?”

“Because they include us, and we're too
dangerous,” Si said. “We're like the spiders on the yellow-green
world, eating up all the rest.”

“Or the squids on the water world,”
Noah agreed. “Things were okay here, for millions of years, until
we messed it up.”

“And the Pyramid aliens saw it coming,
again,” Gypsy said. “So left an Ark to maybe fix it. But why didn't
they stay to fix it themselves?”

“Because the crisis was not yet,” Rex
said. “And they had other worlds to see to. So they gave us the
tools and left it to us.”

“To children?” Solita asked.

“Yes, because adults are too stultified
to use the Bricks,” Noah said. “Mom—Lyris--is a great woman, but
she can't see the extra holes in the Brick. She can't do it. But I
guess we can.”

“Because our minds are open,” Beryl
said.

“And we won't try to steal the
technology to make money,” Rex said. “The way adults
would.”

Noah bridled. “Mom wouldn't!”

“I didn't say her. I love Lyris. But
she needs money, and I'm going to help her get it, so she can help
us.”

Noah's feelings were mixed. He opened him
mouth to retort, but Si put her hand on his arm. That pacified him.
“I'm—sorry. I know you didn't mean her.”

“But the Pyramid folk, long ago, didn't
know who would be on the Ark,” Rex said. “So they didn't gamble on
getting someone like Lyris. They went for the children. We're in
control. So we can bring in
Lyris if we want to.”

“And we do want to,” Gypsy
said.

The holo had paused during their dialogue.
Now it showed some mammals entering the Garden. Little human
figures were guiding them in.

“We have to bring in the mammals,” Jay
said. “Using the Ark. But not too many; just enough to maintain the
species. So the world will be complete, but in balance.”

“And we'll be the humans,” Solita
concluded. “While the outside world collapses.”

“That scares me,” Si said. “We can
barely handle our own group. How can we take charge of restoring
the mammals to the Garden? We're bound to mess it up.”

“That's another reason we need Lyris,”
Rex said. “She can't use the Pyramid tools, but she's got better
judgment than we do. She'll guide us.”

There was general agreement.

But the holo was not through. Now it showed
an image of North America, neatly framed in the sphere. The
camera's eye traveled south, crossing central America, and reaching
South America. What was it up to?

There in the sky above the continent was
another orbiting pyramid.

“I'll be darned,” Rex said. “We're not
alone.”

The camera moved up to the pyramid, then
passed through the wall without resistance to get inside.

“So it's just a picture,” Gypsy said.
“You can do stuff with pictures you can't do with real things, like
going through walls without making holes.”

And inside was a group of seven children:
four girls and three boys.

But the holo didn't linger there. It pulled
out and zoomed across the Atlantic Ocean like a supersonic rocket.
Soon it reached Europe, where there was another pyramid. Inside it
were seven more children: five boys and two girls.

“Oho!” Gypsy chortled. “Only two
couples there, three spares. They can't make it on their
own.”

One quite handsome blond boy happened to be
facing their camera. Beryl jumped up and waved. “Hey, kid!”

The others laughed at her antic. Obviously
they were invisible to the other group.

Then the blond boy's eyes widened. He smiled
and waved back.

“Oooo!” Beryl exclaimed. “I won't be an
old maid after all.”

The boy stepped forward, extending his hand.
Beryl went to meet him, reaching through the sparkling surface of
the sphere. Their hands touched.

And then Beryl was in the picture, holding
hands with the boy while the others in both Arks stared. She had
crossed over!

Noah and his companions looked at the other
members of the other pyramid. Noah spread his hands, bemused.

Another boy met his gaze, and spread his
hands similarly. None of them understood exactly what was
happening.

Beryl and the boy were talking animatedly.
Then she tugged him toward the edge of the picture. She reached out
her free hand to Noah.

Could it be? Noah reached out to touch her
hand.

And the two of them were in this Ark. “Folks,
this is Sven, from Norway,” Beryl said. “He needs a girl. I'll
visit him. That'll make three couples in Europe. I'll be back soon.
Bye.”

Sven smiled, nodding his head. Then he turned
and reached back through the sphere, where the boy Noah had
exchanged looks with stood. They touched hands, and Sven and Beryl
were both back in the other Ark. And their own Ark moved on,
seeking the next continent.

“Maybe we better just go home and think
about things for a few days,” Rex said. “So I can make those two
gimcracks for Lyris.” The others were glad to agree.

And the Ark changed course and headed back
toward North America. It was responding to their thought.

What a load of information they had received!
Noah's mind was spinning.

 



Garden

Back in North America they dismantled the
Sphere, putting Beryl's Bead in her room until such time as she
returned for it. Lyris had visited without an artifact, and
evidently Beryl could visit the other Ark similarly. She had used
her prettiness to catch the attention of a handsome boy. They knew
she would return; this was her home base.

They rested, and slept, and talked, trying to
get an emotional grip on recent events. They had a mission to save
the natural world, once they figured out the details. All because
of finding Bricks or Beads!

Si, shaken by the developments, joined Noah
in his chamber, and held his hand when they slept. She was trusting
him more as he proved worthy of it, and he hoped never to be
unworthy of it. He remained especially pleased that his mother had
approved Si. He would have been heartbroken otherwise.

Rex carved feverishly, and Solita helped him
in any way she could. It was clear that each of them wanted to
impress the other, and they were doing so.

Jay and Gypsy were similarly together,
trusting in each other as they assimilated the changes. Beryl's
absence, though it was understood, made all of them uncomfortable.
Their group of seven was no longer fixed.

Meanwhile the six consulted with each other,
slowly coming to terms with the new order. They had been chosen for
what was likely to be the most important job in the world and the
very idea was awesome.

“I'm glad Beryl is happy,” Jay said.
“But I hope she returns soon. We seem incomplete without
her.”

“I think we're stalling until Lyris can
join us,” Gypsy said. “We're not ready to handle it all on our
own.”

“That, too,” he agreed.

“Two more hours,” Rex said. “I'm almost
done.”

“How long does it usually take you to
carve a gimcrack?” Gypsy asked.

“That depends on the wood and the
challenge. A week, usually. But this time I carved two I've done
before, so it was faster. And Solita kept me going.”

“I never pushed you!” Solita
protested.

“Just having you watch made me hurry,
and you liked it when I made progress.”

She smiled, satisfied with that
explanation.

When the two gimcracks were ready, Noah and
Si exited the tree and he phoned Lyris. “We've got the toys. Do you
want them now?”

“Oh, yes! We have the details of the
lease agreement worked out; all that's needed are the two remaining
toys and the signing. The toy company is very pleased with the
first sample.”

“We're on our way,” he said. He popped
into the Ark to fetch Rex.

They hiked rapidly to the house. “I can't get
over how this is Vermont and not New Mexico,” Si said. “Even though
I've seen stranger things recently.”

“It's not Kansas either,” Rex said.
“It's matter transmission, something only the aliens
have.”

Noah's father was home when they got there,
together with Hank, the agent. “I have the contract ready,” Hank
said. “And the check. You have the toys?”

Rex handed them over. Hank played with them a
moment, observing their distinctive motions. “It will do,” he
said.

“I am signing as the responsible
adult,” Lyris said. She glanced at Rex. “You're sure?”

“Yes.”

She signed three copies of the document and
gave it to Hank. Hank handed her the check. Then he departed with
two copies and the two gimcracks. It was done.

“Now just tell us what you need,” Lyris
said. “We will do our best to get it.”

“I—I think we need for you to come to
the Ark,” Noah said. “Things—things have been happening, and we
need your advice.”

“The adult perspective,” she agreed.
She glanced at her husband. “You will want to get that check
deposited promptly. Then you can return here and mind the children
until I return.” She meant Noah's brother and sister.

“Got it,” he agreed. Noah thought he
looked better already; the money for the toys had freed him from
being locked into a bad situation.

Lyris and the three children started walking.
“What about dad's job?” Noah asked.

“That is on hiatus. He is on leave
without pay while he handles essential personal business. The size
of that check means he can quit the job if he wants to, and he may
do that.” She tousled Rex's hair. “This is what your carvings are
doing for us. You have in effect hired us to assist
you.”

“That's fine, ma'am,” Rex said, plainly
loving the attention.

“Now what is it that has happened to
shake you up?” Lyris asked. “I can pick up the tension in all three
of you.”

It poured out from them as they walked: the
merging of the Bricks and Beads, the formation of the Sphere, the
alien holo message, the concept of the Garden, the contact with the
other group, and Beryl's transfer to the other Ark. “It shakes us
up,” Noah concluded. “This is bigger than we thought, and it scares
us. I mean, the aliens seem goodhearted, if they even have hearts,
but the sheer responsibility—we're not used to anything like
that.”

“And the idea of moving animals to the
Garden,” Si said. “How can we move lions or elephants?”

“I will study the situation,” Lyris
said. “I suspect I shall have to visit this Garden with you to
assess the prospects. But the Ark Angels surely provided a
way.”

Si and Rex laughed. Ark Angels! But it
fit.

“I guess,” Noah said. “But we think
they're not here. They moved on to other systems, leaving the
details up to us.”

“And the devil is in the details,”
Lyris agreed, smiling.

They reached the tree, and Noah keyed them
in, as the other artifacts did not affect this one. They stood in
the Ark.

Jay, Gypsy, and Solita were there. They took
rapid turns hugging Lyris. She had, indeed, become their den
mother. “I feel as if I have just come home,” she said. “And I'm
not even part of the crew.”

“But we need you here,” Rex said
seriously.

“She has a neat word for the aliens,”
Si said. “Ark Angels.”

“That's perfect,” Gypsy
said.

“I see Beryl is absent, as you
indicated,” Lyris said, looking around. “She was the odd one out,
with no partner, so was evidently alert for one
elsewhere.”

“Yes,” Gypsy agreed. “It's funny that
the ark makes us want to form couples, even though we're not of
breeding age yet, but makes it impossible for everyone to have a
partner.”

“Everything they have set up makes so
much sense,” Jay agreed. “Except that.”

Lyris smiled. “They surely have reason. We
just have to figure it out.” Then she paused. “And I think it just
came to me: if there are a number of Arks with their crews, perhaps
one for each continent, which makes sense, how do they coordinate
with each other? It is the whole world that needs saving, not just
one or two continents. They need to know what the others are doing,
because one thing affects others. The answer is to make sure they
will connect, by encouraging the odd members to pair with members
of other arks. Thus Beryl with Sven, and the other extra boy there
will find a girl on one of the other arks. They are liaisons, so
that the whole fleet will interconnect.”

“They've got our number,” Jay said,
laughing.

“They do. Now I would like to see this
holo show you described, so I can get a proper handle on the alien
purpose myself.”

“Hey, Beryl's back,” Jay said. “I just
handed her in.”

“Just in time,” Gypsy said. “We
probably need her to put her Bead in the blob, to get the
holo.”

Beryl appeared, making a cute moue. “I
thought maybe you wanted me for my company.”

“That too, I guess,” Si said, and they
all laughed.

“Well, I
want your company,” Lyris said, hugging her. “They were about
to show me the alien holograph.”

“How did things work out with the
gimcracks?”

“We licensed them to a toy company for
a lot of money. Now we should be able to arrange any outside
assistance you need, without publicity.”

“Good. Because we don't know what we'll
need. The boys of Ark Euro are concerned too, because they don't
trust any of their families to do the right thing.”

“That may be a qualification for
admittance to an Ark,” Lyris said. “A person has to be not only
smart and curious, with an open mind about bricks and holes, but
also be a loner without really strong family attachments. So that
he or she will be satisfied to leave family and community behind
and commit fully to the program.”

“That fits most of us,” Gypsy said. “I
like it here, and I like being with Jay and the rest of you. It's
better than what I'm leaving.”

“But what about me?” Noah asked. “I'm
mostly bored at home, and I sure don't need school, but I don't
want to leave my parents behind. I don't fit the mold.”

“You're only half a fit,” Si agreed.
“But maybe you're like Beryl: there's a reason you're
different.”

“I'm different?” Beryl
asked.

“No boyfriend,” Si said. “At least, not
here. Lyris figured it out: somebody has to connect to another Ark,
so they can all coordinate around the world. So in every Ark
there's at least one who has to couple with someone in another Ark.
You're it, for us.”

Beryl nodded. “I guess you're right. I always
had so much attention from boys I was sick of it. But then the rest
of you got boys, and I missed it.”

“The Ark does it,” Gypsy said. “It
makes us want to be couples, so when we grow up we'll be fruitful
and multiply. Within limits.”

“And those limits will surely be
enforced, one way or another,” Lyris said. “You won't be able to
breed indiscriminately.”

“So we understand why there's an extra
person on each Ark,” Noah said. “But why should I want to hold on
to my parents? I mean, from the alien viewpoint?”

“Because we need Lyris,” Gypsy said.
“And I'll bet the kids on the other Arks will need her too, or
someone like her. That adult perspective counts.”

Beryl nodded. “Sven needs a mother in his
life, one he can trust, and he's not the only one. But they don't
have one.”

“That's a fair assumption,” Lyris said.
“It may be correct, or there may be some other reason. For example,
the biblical Noah needed to collect pairs of animals to save, which
meant he had to negotiate with the outside world, at least on
occasion.” She smiled. “There's a joke about that: someone had a
pair of unicorns, but demanded too high a price, and Noah couldn't
afford it, so they missed the Ark. That's why there are no unicorns
on Earth today.”

All the children laughed. “I wondered,”
Solita said. “I always liked unicorns.”

“So if we need a special animal from a
zoo or something, you'll get it?” Rex asked.

“We'll try,” Lyris said. “But we were
thinking more of video players and clothing that the aliens may not
have seen the need for.”

“And we do want clothing,” Solita said.
“You guys are great, but I don't want to be naked here.”

Jay opened his mouth to say something, but
Rex cut him off. “Can it.”

Jay looked embarrassed, realizing that humor
about seeing a naked girl was not in order. Solita could hardly be
blamed for being sensitive, and Rex was responsive to that. She was
not the only one; Noah had caught Si's nod of agreement. The girls
had issues the boys didn't, at least in this respect.

“Let's see the holo,” Lyris
said.

They gathered in the central chamber and put
their artifacts together. The big glittering bubble formed. But
this time it did not make an animated picture. It formed a globe.
The globe of Earth, with North America topmost.

“This is not the same video we saw
before,” Noah said.

“I gathered that,” Lyris said.
“Evidently the program thinks that one viewing is enough. This is
Chapter Two. I think I can handle it.”

There was a tiny mote hovering above the
continent. “The Ark!” Jay exclaimed.

Then the globe rotated, and the continent of
South America came up with an Ark over it. “We were there,” Gypsy
said.

It turned again, and Europe appeared, with
its Ark. Then Asia, Africa, Australia, and Antarctica. “Seven Arks
in all,” Rex said. “Though there won't be many animals on
Antarctica, aside from penguins.”

“Maybe there were animals when the maps
were made,” Noah said. “And they forgot to update that
one.”

“Or there are creatures we don't know
about,” Gypsy said.

The globe returned to North America. Now a
second image appeared, superimposed on the first. It looked
identical, only in miniature.

“A mini Earth?” Gypsy asked, perplexed.
“It's only about one percent the size of the other.”

“That's still pretty big,” Rex said.
“Earth's eight thousand miles in diameter. If this is one percent,
that's eighty miles, the size of an asteroid. North America would
be thirty miles across. A hefty hike.”

“That's the Garden!” Solita exclaimed.
“The Garden of Eden. Just like Earth, only smaller.”

“And unspoiled,” Si said
thoughtfully.

“A refuge,” Lyris agreed. “Where
creatures can be safe from the present poisoning of the world. It
doesn't have to be large, merely large enough.”

“The Garden,” Lyris murmured. “But if
animals have to be transferred there, how is that done?”

The small sphere moved town toward the large
one. It touched a section.

“That's Yellowstone,” Beryl said. “I've
been there.”

“And it looks as if the Garden ball
Yellowstone is touching it,” Rex said.

“And where they touch, maybe animals
can cross,” Noah said.

“And that's how,” Lyris said. “If you
learn to control the Garden, to move it around, you can do that.
Perhaps touch the ground at that spot, form an overlap, and let the
animals walk onto it. Then float away, carrying them
along.”

“We might have to herd them,” Rex said.
“But I guess we could do it.”

“I think we need to take a closer look
at the Garden,” Lyris said. “To make sure it is what we think it
is.”

The foreground darkened, obscuring the two
globes. Something was taking shape. In fact it formed a tunnel. A
tunnel to the Garden.

They all stared. At the far end of the tunnel
they could see the light of the refuge. The Ark had responded to
Lyris' words, or more likely, her thought.

“Is that real?” Jay asked. “Or just a
picture?”

“It's real,” Beryl said. “Just as my
crossover to the Euro Ark was real. The pictures here are real.
Let's go.” She boldly stepped into the image globe, and into the
tunnel.

“She has shown the way,” Lyris said.
“We should follow.”

They followed. They stepped into the tunnel,
and it was solid beneath their feet. They walked inside it.

In just a few steps they were at the other
end. They stepped out on the landscape of Yellowstone, with its
volcanic fissures and verdant foliage.

“But this doesn't look much like what I
saw,” Beryl said.

“This is unspoiled,” Lyris said. “As it
was before mankind came here, thousands of years ago.”

There was a sound. “Hey!” Jay exclaimed. “A
rattlesnake! And it bit me!”

Lyris checked immediately as the snake
slithered away. “Where?” she asked tersely.

“There on the calf. I felt
it.”

“There's no mark.”

Jay looked. He rubbed his hand across his
calf. There was nothing. “But I felt it,” he repeated.

“The teeth didn't penetrate,” Lyris
said. “Either you were extremely lucky, or--”

All of them looked at her. “Or what?” Rex
asked.

“Or you are invulnerable to any such
attack.”

“I sure don't know why,” Jay said,
clearly shaken.

“Because this is the Garden,” Gypsy
said. “No attacks allowed.”

“But then how do the predators eat?”
Rex asked.

It was Solita who came up with the likely
answer. “If we're supposed to take care of things, we can't be
afraid of the animals. So maybe we're protected. We don't hurt them
and they don't hurt us. We don't have to worry about them.”

“That's crazy!” Jay said.

Rex was quick to take Solita's side. “Maybe
not. See the swarms of mosquitoes here? Why aren't they biting
us?”

Noah looked at his own bare arms and
legs. Mosquitoes were all around them, but he had not been bitten.
“It must be true,” he said. “Nothing attacks us. Or maybe they do,
but they can't get at is.
We've got invisible shields.”

“Something else,” Lyris said. “Where
are the mammals? Shouldn't there be herds of buffalo, or rabbits,
or something?”

“We concluded that there are none, in
the Garden,” Noah said. “You weren't here then. But let's double
check to be sure.”

They all looked around. They found snakes,
and frogs in the warm ponds, and there were birds in the trees, but
no sign of mammalian life.

“I think we have found a significant
difference between the Garden and the outside world,” Lyris said.
“If we check the world, we'll find mammals galore, along with the
works of mankind. But here in the Garden there is none of
that.”

“We're excluded!” Si said. “Like the
spiders and squids. Because we'd just ruin it.”

“But the bunnies wouldn't ruin it,”
Gypsy said. “Why ban them?”

“Bunnies could ruin it,” Jay said. “They did in Australia.
No natural enemies, and they spread all over, eating up all the
plants. Pigs could do the same, and rats. They wipe out other
species by taking their food.”

“Um, yes,” she agreed. “You need
natural enemies.”

“Maybe the aliens, operating from a
long distance, couldn't be that specific,” Lyris said. “They could
eliminate a whole class of life, but not one species out of many.
Not without seriously upsetting the balance. So to get rid of
mankind, they had to get rid of the whole category of warm-bodied
land creatures.”

“But that's not the natural world,”
Beryl said. “I can see taking out the humans, sure, but the other
mammals should be here.”

“They're all dangerous,” Jay
insisted.

“That must be our job,” Rex said. “To
put the mammals back in. All except the people.”

“And to do it safely,” Solita said.
“That's more than I know how to do.”

“More than any of us know how to do,”
Noah said. “We're children.”

“I think we need to go back to school,”
Si said. “To learn what we need to know, to do the job right.
Otherwise there's no point.”

“That goes for the Euro Ark too,” Beryl
said. “They don't know any more than we do, and I'll be the other
Arks don't either. We're all children.”

“That's the problem,” Si said. “We have
to be young enough and ignorant enough to have open minds, but then
we don't know enough. It's a trap.”

The others considered, appreciating her
point. Was it a paradox?

“And sort of isolated,” Jay said. “So
we don't have strong connections to the regular world, and can
leave it without much qualm. The Bricks must have selected for
that, along with intelligence.”

“But it's not perfect,” Gypsy said.
“That same alienation that frees us from Earth leaves some of us
hurting for a mother. The Euro Arkers too, I think.”

“Yes,” Beryl agreed. “I told Sven about
Lyris, and he said he was jealous.”

“I think we have come to a decision
point,” Lyris said. “All of you have reasons to get away from the
regular world, but it seems you can't disengage entirely. We may
have to set up a special school to teach what we need. A regular
school won't do. Fortunately we now have the money to do that. Why
don't I go home and start my research for that, while you survey
the prospects here? It will surely be better to take our time,
instead of risking a bad mistake.”

They nodded agreement, relieved. None of them
felt ready for adult responsibility, even with alien
assistance.

“Now before I go, let's do some serious
hugging.”

They gladly flocked to her.

 



Discoveries

First they explored the Garden, riding their
bikes. It was obviously based on a replica of the real world, but
it was not at all the same in detail. This was not just a matter of
no human works: no highways, buildings, or farming fields. For one
thing, it was heavily forested throughout, with no great plains at
all.

“I'm having trouble figuring this out,”
Gypsy said as they paused in the forest. “If this was copied from
the real world, why is it so different?”

“We don't know how long ago it was
copied,” Noah said. “If it was fifty thousand years ago, there was
time for the trees to grow.”

“It must have been that long ago, or
more,” Rex said. “Because they had to see that mankind was on the
way to taking over the world, but not close enough for them to stop
it then.”

“But if there are plains in the real
world,” Gypsy said, “And have been since before man arrived here,
why aren't there the same dynamics in the Garden? The climate's the
same, and the soil; the aliens made it so. So what
gives?”

“The only difference we know of is that
there are no mammals here,” Beryl said.

“And there it is!” Noah said, seeing it
in a flash. “The buffalo, or maybe more properly the American
bison. They're big grazers, while the reptiles aren't.”

“The dinosaurs had big grazers,” Rex
said.

“The buffalo took their place,” Noah
agreed. “About sixty million years later. They ate back the trees,
then grazed the grass, making the big plain. But when the mammals
were excluded, there were no more big grazers. So the trees came
back and took over. So now it's a forest.”

“And there it is,” Beryl agreed. “I
wonder if the aliens thought of that?”

“If they did, they couldn't do anything
about it,” Noah said. “They either had to risk mammals overturning
things and ruining it for the other creatures, or let the forest
return. They chose the lesser evil.”

“All I'm seeing here is trees,” Jay
complained. “We can fly above them, but what's the point? We're not
learning much.”

“So let's check out the ocean,” Gypsy
said. “We're just getting the lay of the land anyway.”

They flew southwest, curious about the Gulf
of Mexico. Before long the shoreline appeared ahead. Now Jay perked
up. “Last one there's a rotten egg!” he called, taking off.

“Don't try to race!” Gypsy called.
“We're not really experienced on these flying bikes.”

“Chicken! Buc buc buc buwk!” Jay called
as he zoomed ahead.

“Oh, beans!” Gypsy swore. “He's showing
off.”

Jay looped around and buzzed them. “Come on!
Get a wiggle on!”

“Step it!” Gypsy called. “We're not
here to clown around.”

“Out of my way!” Jay called, flying
straight toward her so that she had to dodge and almost went out of
control. Then he arrowed toward the water.

And suddenly went out of control himself. He
screamed as he dropped toward the surface of the Gulf.

“I said stop clowning!” Gypsy said,
really annoyed.

“I don't think he's clowning,” Solita
said nervously.

Then Jay splashed into the water. He
separated from the bike and thrashed helplessly while it floated
nearby.

Rex descended to the surface and jumped off
his bike. He swam to Jay. “I got you.”

“I lost my Stone!” Jay
wailed.

“Oh, shoot!” Rex dived below, chasing
it.

Noah and Si flew down to Jay. “Grab on to
mine,” Noah said.

Jay did. “What happened?” Si asked. “Did you
dive too fast and lose control?”

“No. My bike stopped
working.”

“Let me check it,” Noah said. He flew
across to the floating bike and transferred to it. He rose up from
the water. “It's working fine now.”

“Rex!” Solita said. “He's still down
there!”

Noah, Si, and Gypsy shared a horrified
glance. Was Rex drowning?

Then Rex burst the surface. “I got it!” he
called, holding up the Rock. “And that's not all!”

Solita flew across to him and threw her arms
about him, kissing the side of his face. She didn't mind being
demonstrative in public now that she had someone she could trust.
“When you stayed down so long--”

“I'm sorry I worried you, Lita. But
that's the other thing. I can breathe the water! Or something. I
never ran out of air, anyway. So I just kept diving for the rock. I
knew where it was though I couldn't see it. And finally I caught it
and swam back up.”

“We can't drown?” Gypsy asked. “Let me
check this out.” She dived under the surface.

“Are you sure that's the right rock?”
Noah asked. “Where are the holes?”

Rex looked at the rock. “Oh, I'm sure. But
that's funny. Where'd they go?”

Beryl was thoughtful. “If a Brick stopped
working, would it lose its holes?”

“And if it stopped, would anything else
work?” Si asked.

“I told you,” Jay said somewhat
petulantly. “My bike quit.”

“Yet it works for me,” Noah said. “So
it's not the bike.”

Gypsy's head popped the surface. “How long
was I down?” she asked.

They had forgotten about her! “Too long,”
Solita said.

“It's not breathing, exactly,” Gypsy
said. “It's that I didn't need to breathe, so I could stay under as
long as I wanted. So it's true: we can't drown.”

“As long as our Bricks are
functioning,” Rex said. “They protect us from that,
too.”

“I think maybe I've figured it out,” Si
said. “Let's get back to the beach where we can sit and
talk.”

The others didn't argue. They flew slowly to
the beach, Noah towing Jay with his bike while Rex brought Jay's
bike along.

“You're all wet,” Solita told Rex. “Get
out of those things so the sun can dry them.”

“There's sunlight here!” Noah said,
surprised. “But it's just a little model Earth, inside the Ark, I
think.”

“Guess not,” Rex said cheerfully,
stripping down to his undershorts. He spread his clothing on the
beach to dry.

“You too,” Gypsy said to
Jay.

“Yeah? How about you?”

She laughed. “I'm wet too.” She took off her
blouse and skirt and stood in her bra and panties. “Yes, you boys
can look. I've got nothing to show, yet.” She proceeded to spread
both Jay's clothing and her own on the sand.

Noah had to admire her poise. She had made it
okay to be partly dressed.

“I hope we're protected from sunburn
too,” Si said.

“We probably are,” Gypsy said. “It
makes sense.

They settled in a circle. “You were saying?”
Noah asked Si.

Si frowned, focusing on her words. “Jay's
stone quit, so his bike quit. And it quit because--” She broke off
as if she had lost her thought. Noah suspected it was reluctance to
be provocative; she normally preferred to be in the background.

“So why did Jay's Brick quit?” Solita
asked.

“I think the Beads don't just protect
us,” Si said slowly. “They work for us because we're special
people. We have qualities the aliens need, such as open mindedness.
But they couldn't just give Bricks or Beads or Rocks to anyone
without some safeguards. Because that would be like giving a gun to
a baby. Someone could get hurt, even if there was no bad intention.
So if a person is right, but then turns wrong, his Brick tunes
out.”

“I turned wrong?” Jay asked.

“You were acting like a juvenile,” Si
said. “Clowning around, trying to race people, being a
brat.”

Jay swelled up. “Listen, you little--”

“Can it,” Noah said sharply, exactly as
Rex had when Jay had been about to joke about Solita not wanting to
be naked. He was normally peaceful, but he would fight to defend
Si, and that was clear warning.

Jay backed off, as he had before. He knew he
didn't want a fight. “Sorry. So I was feeling my oats. So
what?”

“So maybe the aliens knew they couldn't
afford to have corrupted people running their program,” Si
continued. “There's nothing funny about it; they're trying to save
a world. So they programed the Bricks to tune in only on the right
kind. You were right, so you got your Rock. When you started going
wrong, your Rock tuned out, not recognizing you any more. And you
crashed.”

The others stared at her. “I think you're
right,” Gypsy said. “But how did you figure it out?”

Si shrugged. “I'm awful sensitive to abuse.
Maybe sometimes I see it where it doesn't exist. That's why I can't
let any boy touch me. So maybe that's not why Jay's Brick quit.
It's just an idea.”

“It's a good idea,” Gypsy said. “And we
can test it.”

“We can?” Noah asked.

“If Jay went wrong and his Rock tuned
out, he can tune it in again by going right. We'll know by the
holes.”

“This is crazy,” Jay
protested.

“We'll find out, dear.”

His jaw dropped. “What did you call me?”

Si squeezed Noah's hand. “Shock treatment,”
she whispered.

So it seemed. Jay looked as if he had been
slugged. It reminded Noah of Si's first kiss. Girls did have ways
to govern boys.

Gypsy kissed Jay on the ear. “I care about
you, so I'm going to fix you. But you have to go along with me. Now
hold your Rock and follow my lead.”

Rex gave Jay the Rock. Jay held it, watching
Gypsy.

“You do want to be part of the Ark
project?”

“Well, sure.”

“You know you were going wrong, don't
you?”

Jay was reluctant to admit error. But Gypsy
breathed on his ear, and he yielded. “Yeah, I guess.”

“Your Rock is like a computer. It's
there to help you and serve you, but you have to follow its rules
or you get an error message or worse.”

“I guess.”

“One of its rules is no clowning or
racing.”

“I guess.”

“Say it like you mean it. Because you
do mean it, don't you?” Her lips hovered near his ear.

“Yes!” he said with forced
enthusiasm.

She kissed his ear again. “Now tell your
Rock.”

Jay looked at the Rock. “I—I was wrong to
start playing around. We're not here for games.”

“And there's a hole,” Gypsy
said.

They all stared. A single hole had formed in
the Rock. It was working!

“Now you want to get another,” Gypsy
said. “You don't need to say it out loud. Just think it to the
Rock. You'll know when you're going right because there'll be a
hole, and another. That's your course. The right mind set. So it
knows you're part of the team.”

“Okay,” Jay said, looking at the Rock
as if it were a crystal ball.

“We'll leave you to it,” Gypsy said.
“Stay the course. When you've got all the holes, get on your bike
and come join us. Make sure you don't go wrong again.” She got up
and walked away from him.

They biked along the beach. “You're good!”
Solita said. “I didn't think it would work.”

“Neither did I,” Gypsy said. “But I had
to try.”

“You're some girl,” Rex
said.

“Thanks. And you fetched the Rock and
found out how we could swim.”

“The rest of us should verify that,”
Noah said. “So we know it's safe to dive deep, if we ever need
to.”

“Maybe just the boys,” Beryl said,
glancing at Solita.

“No, I'll do it too,” Solita said.
“Promise not to tell.”

“We promise,” the others said almost
together, smiling.

The other four of them stripped down to their
underwear and waded into the water. Noah tried to keep his eyes
from Solita, who had the appearance of a full grown woman.

“Oh go ahead and look, as Gypsy said,”
Solita said. “Just keep your promise.”

“And no touching,” Si said firmly, with
the trace of a smile.

“Thanks,” Noah said. “That makes it
easier to keep an eye on each other, when we're under, just in
case.”

They waded into the water, then swam out a
ways. Then they dived below.

It was amazing. Noah was holding his breath
without getting short of oxygen, no matter how long he held it. He
saw that the others were having the same experience. That, too,
surprised him: the fact that he could see clearly despite the
gloom. He knew he owed it to the Brick.

He also was aware of their Bricks and Beads
without having to look. It seemed one artifact knew another. That
must have been how Rex had located Jay's Rock.

They did loops and circles, dancing in place.
There was no getting around the fact that Solita was beautiful in
her freedom. Part of it was that she trusted them enough to do
it.

He saw Si watching him watch Solita. He
smiled and turned away. He knew she wasn't jealous, just curious
about his reactions.

Rex pointed. There was a shark gliding
smoothly toward them.

All of them froze. They were supposed to be
safe in the Garden, but were they really? They couldn't possibly
swim fast enough to escape the shark.

The big fish cruised by, eying them but not
attacking. It moved on.

Noah let out his breath, not realizing he was
doing it until he saw the bubbles rising from his mouth. He halted
that.

Then, despite Si's stricture about his eying
Solita, they linked hands in a big circle and floated to the
surface. It was exhilarating.

“We're learning more things than we're
looking for,” Rex remarked.

“Hi!” It was Jay floating above them on
his bike.

“You made it!” Gypsy cried.

“Thanks to you. I only did it 'cause
you were smooching my ear. But I won't go wrong again.”

“That's the spirit. Now stop looking at
Solita and join us on the beach.”

So Noah wasn't the only one. They laughed and
swam for the shore. Soon they were running around across the sand,
getting dry. It was like a picnic.

In due course they got dressed in almost-dry
clothes and biked back to the Ark. Noah felt good; their group was
melding nicely. Their ability to be almost naked together without
much embarrassment was a very good sign, because of the trust it
indicated. They also liked each other's company. And they had
indeed learned a lot.

“I'd better check on Mom,” Noah said.
“And tell her we explored the Garden.”

“I'll go with you,” Si said.

He didn't argue. He liked her company and her
increasing confidence.

He phoned Lyris when they were out of the
tree. “We learned a lot about the Garden,” he told her. “Si and I
are coming to the house to make a full report. Okay?”

“By all means,” Lyris said. “There have
been developments here too.”

“I wasn't jealous,” Si said as they
hiked. “One day I'll look like that.” She meant Solita.

“I hope I can touch you
then.”

“You can touch me now.”

Had the swimming session changed things for
her? “You mean it?”

“I think so. That's why I came with
you.”

They paused and faced each other. He knew she
was only moderately pretty, but she was beautiful to him. He
reached for her, but saw her freeze. “I guess not yet.”

“You can hold me and kiss me. I won't
move.”

“I wish I could. But I'd know it was
like getting a tooth drilled, for you. I won't do that.”

Her tears started to flow. “I'm sorry. I
really thought maybe I could do it, this time.”

How could he reassure her? “I'm glad you
tried. Do you want to kiss me?”

“Oh yes!” She stepped forward, hugged
him tightly, and kissed him, while he remained perfectly
still.

“You know, that's pretty good too,” he
said as she released him.

“Not nearly as good as it will someday
be.” She was speaking of both her body and her attitude.

They moved on. But now they were holding
hands.

“I'm so glad to see you again, Si,”
Lyris said. “May I hug you?”

“Yes.”

She did. It was clearly a glad embrace for
both of them. Then Si's tears flowed again.

“Dear, what's the matter?” Lyris asked.
“I thought all was well.”

“I—I thought I could let Noah hug and
kiss me, finally, and I couldn't.”

Lyris shook her head. “Abuse like what you
suffered takes years to get over, and some never do. The fact that
you even wanted to is significant progress in itself.”

“It is?”

“It certainly is. You should not push
it beyond your limit. I'm sure Noah understands.”

“I do,” Noah said. “Meanwhile she
kisses me, and that's great.”

Si took has hand again. “Thanks.”

“I called the first tutor,” Lyris said.
“He'll be here in half an hour. Tell me about your experience in
the Ark.”

They told her about exploring the Garden, and
Jay's problem with his Stone, and how Gypsy had talked him through
the recovery of his magic, and how they had discovered they could
swim without breathing. They did not mention that Solita had joined
them in skinny dipping, honoring their pledge to her.

“This is real progress,” Lyris
agreed.

“But this business of getting animals
into the Garden,” Noah said. “Where do we find them? How do we get
them without anyone catching on what we're doing it, and
interfering? It's just such a big job, we have no idea where to
start.”

“That's where our tutors will help,”
Lyris said. “They'll know such things.”

“But to get good answers, we'll have to
tell them about the Arks,” Si said.

“Yes. And they won't believe you. But I
think for this purpose you will have to make them believe. We will
select trustworthy people and swear them to secrecy, and I think
once they realize how importent this is, they will be glad to
cooperate fully. Then they will be able to help you in exactly the
ways you need.”

“I don't know,” Noah said. “We'll need
to check with the other kids of our Ark, and with the kids of the
other Arks, because it's their secret too.”

“Yes, we expect to do a crash course of
specific education for forty nine young folk,” Lyris said. “Rather
than make a school out here, it will be more efficient if the
tutors go there, where they can see you in action, and appreciate
the limits of the alien technology. So I think you should take the
first one with you to the Ark and introduce him as I was
introduced, and see where it goes. If your verdict is negative, we
will shop for another; it really is your show.”

Noah exchanged an uncertain look with Si.
Lyris was one thing, but a strange man? That was awkward.

There was the sound of a car pulling into
their drive. “Ah, here he is now,” Lyris said. “I'll bring him in.”
She got up and went out.

Noah shook his head. “What are we in
for?”

“I wish I'd let you kiss
me.”

Because maybe their world was ending? Yet
they were stuck for it.

 



Future

Lyris returned with the tutor. Both Noah and
Si were taken aback.

He looked like Santa Claus.

“Yes, I have earned pocket change
playing the role of a department store Santa,” he said, patting his
paunch. “Taking advantage of my otherwise unwelcome girth.
Fortunately I love children. I am a retired veterinarian
specializing in large animals. I worked in a zoo for decades, and I
love them more than the people. You may simply call me Vet, as I
value anonymity much as you do, for similar reason. If even a
fraction of what your mother has hinted is true, your project must
be kept seriously secret. I have sworn to keep that secret. Now
shall we get down to business?”

Lyris smiled in the background, knowing that
Vet had demolished their reticence at the outset. How could they
turn away Santa? “Uh, sure,” Noah said. “I'm Noah, and this is
Si.”

“What did Lyris tell you?” Si
asked.

Vet's Santa persona faded as he became
serious. “That you have a special project to save animals from the
degrading condition of the world. That you have access to a
secluded fair sized garden where they can survive healthy
indefinitely. That your primary interest is in mammals, including
the largest. I must say I'm doubtful, but she paid me a generous
fee to consider the matter. So you have a day of my time. Then we
will go our separate ways, unless there is reason to associate
longer.” He was clearly skeptical, expecting to encounter only
childish fantasies.

Noah shared a glance with Si. Obviously Lyris
had not given the man much detail, or told what she had seen. Vet
seemed knowledgeable, the kind of authority they needed. But he was
patronizing them, and that was annoying.

“If we want to save an elephant, how do
we get it?” Noah asked. “From a zoo, or the wild?”

“Are you thinking of a pet to ride, or
one to breed in the wild?”

“Breed in the wild.”

“Then you will need at least two, male
and female. Preferably a dozen, so that they can form a larger
family with some genetic diversity. Zoo animals won't do, as they
are not equipped to survive in the wild. You will need to get them
from the wild. That will also spare you from making headlines by
stealing from a zoo. But it has its own challenges.”

“Challenges?” Noah asked.

“You can't just go to Africa and take a
wild elephant, quite apart from the legalities of the case. Not
unless you're an illegal poacher after the tusks, ready to be
executed if caught. Getting a single elephant from a herd would be
complicated and dangerous, as they are social animals who will look
out for each other. If you manage to get a male-female pair, but
they are from different herds, they may not get along with each
other and won't breed, any more than two randomly selected human
beings would. You have to consider the social aspect.”

“A random boy and girl can get along,”
Si said. “Even if they have issues.”

“Issues can be deadly, in humans or
animals.”

Noah and Si shared another glance. The man
was scoring.

“We'll need to ask our—our associates,”
Noah said. “That means you'll have to meet them. And say nothing to
anyone outside.”

Vet nodded. “Kids, I suspect we are wasting
each other's time. But I am sworn to secrecy about this entire
matter. Show me what you have to show me. I will say nothing about
anything, regardless of my private opinion.”

Noah couldn't help relishing the man's
reaction when he boarded the Ark. There would be no further talk of
time wasting.

“Then let's go,” Si said. “You too,
Lyris, so you can explain things to him as we go.”

“Gladly,” Lyris said, plainly
relieved.

But Noah worried. Would the others accept
this tutor?

They set out for the tree. “There's some
hi-tech involved,” Lyris told Vet as they followed the children
through the forest. “They have access to a space vessel.”

“This is humor?”

“No. This is secret information I am
now free to repeat.”

“I'll believe it when I see
it.”

Si squeezed Noah's hand. There was a heavy
dose of believing coming.

They reached the tree. “We need to touch each
other,” Noah said. “Put your hands on me.”

“He has the passkey,” Lyris explained.
The subject of Bricks had never come up.

The others put their hands on Noah's
shoulders. Then he touched the trunk.

The group of them stood inside the Ark.

“Oh, my,” Vet said as he looked
around.

“It's just the beginning,” Lyris
assured him. “This is the Ark, as in Noah's Ark, but it's not a
boat but an orbiting spacecraft.”

“I am becoming a believer,” Vet said,
amazed. “But you know the Buddhist proverb: To every man is given
the key to the gates of heaven. The same key opens the gates of
hell.”

“Oh, yes,” Noah breathed. The powers
they were discovering in the Ark excited and scared him.

“The serpent gave Adam and Eve that
key,” Lyris said. “God was annoyed.”

Noah and Si had to smile at the
understatement.

“Hey, folks!” Si called. “We've got
visitors.”

The others appeared, emerging from their
rooms. They stared at Vet.

“This is our first tutor,” Lyris
announced. “He is a retired veterinarian we are calling Vet. He
specializes in large animals. We want to show him a wild
elephant.”

“Reconsidering,” Vet said. “It had
better be a rhinoceros. They are more solitary, less social, but in
just as much danger from poachers. In fact, you could take a rhino
that's about to be slaughtered for its horn and not only would you
save its life, no one would miss it, not even its own kind. It
would happily graze alone. That's the kind of animal to practice
on.”

“Now all we need to do is get in touch
with the Afro Ark,” Noah said.

“Sven knows how,” Beryl said. “Crank up
the bubble and I'll tell him.”

“This will be strange,” Lyris murmured
to Vet.

The seven children gathered and put their
Bricks together. The central blob formed, then the sparkling
sphere, responsive to their will. There was Sven, glad to welcome
Beryl.

She extended her hand to him, beckoning. They
touched, and he appeared in her Ark.

“Sven, this is our den mother Lyris,”
Beryl said. “And our tutor, Vet. We want to go save a rhino. Can
you get us to the Afro ark?”

“The Afro Ark!” he exclaimed. “I
thought you came to see me.”

She kissed him. “That too.”

“How can I say no?” he asked,
pretending to be dazed. “Come on.” He took her hand and approached
the sphere, where another member of his group stood. They touched
hands, and Sven and Beryl were inside. She turned and waved to the
home team. Then two two of them faded out.

“This is amazing,” Vet said.

“It is alien technology, well beyond
what we can manage,” Lyris said. “Sit down and I'll tell you about
it.” She glanced around. “The rest of you should listen in, because
if you approve him, Vet will be one of your tutors.”

They sat in a circle, listening in. Within an
hour they were satisfied that Vet was worth it; he did know about
animals.

Then Beryl reappeared. “We contacted the Afro
Ark,” she reported. “They're hot to go.”

“I fear this is premature,” Vet said.
“You have satisfied me that you have a viable way to save many
animals that will otherwise be lost to poaching, habitat
destruction, and climatic change, but having the facility is only a
small part of the job. You need to know a lot more if you are to
become the guardians of the Garden of Eden.”

“They won't wait,” Beryl said. “Now
they've got the notion to save a rhino, they’ll do it with us or
without us.”

“Ah, the follies of youth,” Vet said.
“Then we had better join them.”

“They'll send word when they locate a
rhino. That might be a few hours.”

“A few hours is better than nothing,”
Vet said. “You need to organize a plan for fetching animals. For
example, do you want to choose the finest individual specimens
available, for superior breeding stock, or simply take small
communities of animals and their environment so that they already
know each other? You will need to agree on a general plan before
there are unexpected problems to handle.”

“Individuals,” Noah said.

“Community, of course,” Si said. “So
they will get along.”

“But that may include some bad stock,”
Noah said. “We should save only the best.”

“Take a vote,” Lyris said,
smiling.

The three boys voted with Noah. Three girls
voted with Si. Beryl abstained.

“How can be settle this?” Rex asked.
“We need to be together.”

“You have your first substantial
issue,” Lyris said. “You need to work out not only an answer, but a
process for settling future disputes. That process will be vital to
your long-range success, more important than any particular
issue.”

“Let Noah represent the boys,” Gypsy
said. “And Si can represent the girls. Put them in a room together
and don't let them out until they come to an agreement.”

Rex, Jay, and Solita nodded.

Thus suddenly Noah and Si found themselves
isolated together. “Darn,” Noah said. “I'd rather be kissing you
than arguing with you.”

“So would I. But it's a real issue. We
have to have rules to get along, not just with our group, but with
the other groups we'll be interacting with.”

“We could argue for hours, and just get
more set in our sides. We need another way.”

She quirked a smile. “Change sides, and I'll
let you kiss me.”

“Damn it, Si, that's not funny! We have
to decide on the merits of the case.”

Her face crumpled. “I'm sorry. It's not a
good joke. I couldn't deliver anyway.”

His flash of anger dissipated. “Oh, Si, no!
I'm sorry too. I never want to hurt you, either in argument or by
touching you.”

Her eyes were streaming with tears. “Kiss me
now. Please.”

Was she serious? He wanted so much to ease
her pain.

Before he fully realized what he was doing,
he kissed her on the mouth. It was the only place their bodies
touched.

She flung her arms about him and kissed him
back, hungrily.

They broke, mutually stunned. “We did it,” he
said.

“We compromised. You kissed me and I
held you. I didn't freak out.”

“Compromise!” he exclaimed. “There's
the answer.”

Now she smiled. “I suppose you could hold me
and I could kiss you. Just so long as we meet halfway.”

He laughed. ”That too. I mean, the
argument. Compromise. Maybe select the best groups of animals, or some individuals and some
groups. We can work it out, case by case.”

“I knew that. Compromise works both
ways.”

“I guess it does. So do we tell the
others how we came up with this?”

“About the kissing? We won't need to.
They'll know. Why do you think they shut us in here? They knew we
had more than one issue to tackle.”

“I guess so. So now we'd better go out
and tell them we've settled.”

“Do you want to try it the other
way?”

“Oh, I'd love to. But can you handle
it?”

“Let's find out.”

He reached slowly for her, and she didn't
flinch. He put his hands gently on her shoulders. He drew her in to
him, and she yielded gracefully. Then she moved forward the last
inch and kissed him. But he did not put his arms all the way around
her, not pushing his luck. There were still limits.

“Thanks,” she breathed.

They went out to tell the others.

“Hey, you missed the best part,” Gypsy
said. “Vet's been telling us about large animals, mating habits and
all.”

“We're figuring that out for
ourselves,” Si said, blushing.

“We got the answer,” Noah said quickly.
“Compromise. We look for the best individual and the best groups,
and take what's best, considering the situation.”

“A good answer,” Vet said. “Always
consider the larger picture.”

Beryl appeared. “Sven says they've found a
rhino. We have to act fast. This way.”

They followed her to the sphere, where one of
Sven's group touched them in. Then they touched the hand of a black
boy, and were in the Afro Ark. “I am Longo,” he said. “I am contact
man because I speak English.”

“Hello, Longo!” they chorused, then
introduced themselves individually, concluding with the two
adults.

“I am Lyris, the NA Ark den mother.”
She drew Longo in for a quick hug, and Noah saw how he melted. All
the children were lonely for families. The same thing that made
them able to leave their places on Earth left them empty, and
bonding with others their own age in the Arks didn't make them
whole. Not quite.

“And I am Vet, biology tutor, large
animals,” Vet said, shaking Longo's hand.

“We need that,” Longo said. “We really
don't know anything.”

“I am available to all the Arks, at
need.” Vet's reservations about the project had been abolished.
“Meanwhile, it is good that you know how much you don't know.
Science is good, even alien science, but doubt is better. Without
knowledge of your ignorance you would be locked into the same
foolish certainties as we adults are, and not be able to embrace
impossible concepts. You may be the ones to dispel the mystery of
existence itself, in time.”

Noah realized that the man was making sense.
He would be a good tutor.

“We have to hurry,” Longo
said.

They stepped out of the Sphere and met the
other members of Longo's group, two boys and four girls. Two of the
girls were developed like Solita, and one was quite pretty. Noah
saw her eying not the boys, but Vet, and not with grand-daughterly
interest. She might be the odd one out.

He also saw that there were two floating
bikes by the wall, ready for when they wanted to explore the
veldt.

The Sphere changed, now showing the African
savanna, with course grasses and scattered trees. There was a
rhinoceros—and there was a battered truck crossing the plain toward
the rhino.

“We've been watching that truck,” Longo
said. “We think it's a poacher.”

“Damn right it's a poacher,” Vet said
angrily. “Vehicles are banned in the preserves. They don't care
about any part of the law.”

“We need to save that rhino before the
poacher gets it,” Si said urgently.

“We'll orient on it,” Longo agreed. The
focus of the Sphere shifted, centering on the animal. The Afro Ark
group had evidently learned how to handle it.

The truck slewed to a stop and a man jumped
out. He had a rifle.

“Damn! Too late,” Longo
swore.

“The hell it is,” Si cried. “Orient on
that poacher.”

“That wouldn't be smart,” Vet warned.
“They're exceedingly dangerous men, and wild rhinos are not to be
fooled with either.”

“Do it!” Si shouted.

The focus moved to the poacher as he was
kneeling and aiming his rifle. The fringe of the sphere was visible
just over his head. “But--” Longo started.

Si charged to the edge and leaped through the
sparkling shell while the others stared, horrified. She landed on
the poacher's shoulders, spoiling his aim. The rifle fired into the
air.

The man quickly recovered from his surprise
and the shock of impact. He grabbed Si, realizing that she was a
girl. She struck at him with her knife, but he smacked it out of
her hand. He obviously didn't care where she had come from or how
she had landed on him; she was a prize to ravish. He started
tearing off her clothing while she flailed and struggled
ineffectively. He was going to rape her before killing her and the
rhino.

“Put me in there too!” Noah yelled,
rushing to grab a bike.

“We'd have to take in the whole scene,”
Longo said. “Incorporate it into the Garden.”

“Do it,” he shouted, exactly as Si had.
He mounted the bike and headed toward the action. He flew toward
the boundary, but it expanded before him, and he was in the veldt
of the Garden. He knew, because the grass was thicker and taller
here, not having been eaten down, and the trees were more
plentiful. There were the others: Si, the poacher, and the
rhino.

So they were all here in the same scene. But
what could he do? The poacher massed about as much as Noah and Si
combined, and it was all muscle and meanness.

Noah saw a fallen sapling, a long hard pole.
He reached down, picked it up, and aimed it to point forward like a
lance. Then he oriented the bike and charged the poacher, who was
now struggling to hold Si down while he got his own clothing open.
She was still fighting, but losing. They hadn't even noticed the
change in the terrain.

The point of the lance struck the man on the
back. The impact knocked it out of Noah's hands, but it also
knocked the poacher over and distracted him so that he let go of
Si. She scrambled to her feet, getting clear.

Meanwhile the rhino had become aware of the
activity. Instead of running away, the animal charged toward them,
horn leading.

Noah looped about and went after the man
again. Who needed a lance? He'd make his own body a missile. He
wasn't going to let the poacher catch Si again.

The poacher saw him coming and dodged to the
side. Right into the path of the rhino. The rhino flexed its
massive neck and gored the man dead center. It flung him to the
side and ran on.

Noah rode the bike up above the rhino. It ran
under him and kept going. He spied Si standing to the side. “Oh,
Noah!” she cried gladly.

He dropped to the ground, jumped off the
bike, and ran to her. He swept her into his arms. “Oh, Si!”

Then he realized what he was doing. He
quickly let go of her. “I'm sorry. I forgot.”

“So did I,” she said. “You saved me. Do
it again.”

Carefully he hugged her again. She didn't
flinch. Then he kissed her. She kissed him back.

There was the sound of applause. The other
children were here now and had seen everything, and knew the
significance of their embrace.

“That's why you need more training
before you tackle another rhino,” Vet said, on a different
wavelength. “That was foolhardy.”

He was right. It had been a crazy and
dangerous thing.

“But we saved the rhino,” Si
said.

“You could have been killed,” Lyris
said severely. “Both of you.”

“Yes, mom,” they said almost
together.

Then everyone laughed. What else could they
do? It had been a foolish, dangerous ploy that no sensible adult
would have risked. They had almost paid a horrible price.

But they knew they were on the way to saving
the world, in their fashion. It was unlikely to be smooth and
clean, but it would happen. Provided they were a good deal more
careful than they had been.

“We have to bury the poacher's body,”
Rex said.

“I know he deserved it,” Solita said.
“But seeing him die was awful. I'll dream of it.”

“We all will,” Beryl said. “But it
could have been worse.”

There was a general shudder of agreement.

“We knew it when we signed,” Jay said
grimly.

”We'll handle it,” Longo said. “You saw
to the rhino. It's our turn.”

“Let it lie,” Vet said. “This is
unoccupied territory. No other humans will see it. Let the buzzards
feast. That's nature in operation.” Indeed, the birds were already
circling.

“But what about the truck?” Gypsy
asked.

“That remains in the real world,” Lyris
said. “The local authorities will eventually find it and realize
what the poacher was up to, and that for once the rhino won.
They'll confiscate the truck and nothing will be said.”

“So we're home free,” Longo said. “And
we've been blooded.”

“Meanwhile, we'll organize tutoring,”
Lyris said. “For all who want it, in all the subjects you need or
want. We'll hire translators as necessary. Spread the word among
the Arks. You are in business. You have a world to save. You just
need to learn how.”

“We'll save it,” Sven said, and the
others agreed. They had indeed been blooded.

Noah realized that he was still holding Si.
Maybe that wasn't smart, considering. He started to relax his
arms.

“Don't you dare let go,” she told him.
“Not yet.”

And somehow that seemed as wonderful as
saving the world.

 



Author's Note

It started as described, on Friday, October
24, 2014: I was using a standard three-hole brick to prop our tree
farm gate closed for the night, and I thought suppose it were to
have four holes on the other side? The more I thought about it, day
by day, the more the story grew, until I simply had to write it. My
story summary notes came to over 7,000 words. I finally started
writing it November 23, and in three weeks I had the draft of the
novella.

Now that it's done, I realize that there's a
whole lot more to cover. What about the invisible aliens who left
the network of Arks and the Garden? Were they really as altruistic
as it seems? Why should they care about the fate of Earth or any
other planets with sapient species? Could they simply be farming
planets for fresh meat, and not want to see them ruined when the
animals misbehave? We really need to know the answer; our welfare
may depend on it.

And what about the children, as they grow
into teens, and eventually adults? Yes, they will keep their Bricks
and Beads and mindsets, becoming that rarity, open minded and
responsible adults. But there may be other problems. Suppose
political or business powers in the real world somehow catch on to
the Ark Angels project, and seek to co-opt it for immediate profit?
There's trillions to be made from the advanced alien technology,
and who cares about stray animals? How will the children protect
the Arks and Garden from the ruthless exploiters, the poachers who
run the world, and stop them from undoing what the aliens have so
carefully set up?

So first I saw this as a short story of a boy
finding a remarkable brick and maybe disappearing into a secret
place, like the Pied Piper's children. But that didn't satisfy me,
so it expanded, and finally became a 32,000 plus word novella. Now
I fear it's just the first stage of a larger narrative, as there
are too many loose ends remaining. Writing can be like that, taking
the authors to places they never thought they'd go. It's as if the
writer sets foot on an innocent little path, curious what's around
the next turn, and winds up touring the world. It happens, and it's
wonderful.

But you know, the world really is in trouble.
We have let the greed-heads who want nothing but profit today for
themselves take over and steer the global ship toward hell. They
may deserve the fate they are making for themselves, as the world
passes the dread point of no return and spirals into oblivion. But
the rest of us are on that ship too, locked down in steerage, and
we'll suffer the same degradation and extinction they do. And it
seems we can't do much about it.

So I hope that open minded children somewhere
are doing what the enlightened adults can't do, and making an Ark
to salvage as much of the dying world as is feasible. It may take a
decade, or a century, or a thousand years, but at least as the
scorched earth cools and the pollution and radiation fade, there
will be healthy stock to replenish it. To make a better world in
the future.

I will keep thinking about it, and it
may be that I will just have to write a sequel, Ark Angels, that explores some of the options.
We'll see. It probably can't be another juvenile novella; there are
too many adult concerns to manage. This first one has been a
challenge, because it quickly threatened to have too many
characters for the average reader to track. It is best to keep the
central cast of characters small. I limited it by showing only one
member of the Euro Ark, and one of the Afro Ark, but obviously
there are many others who should not be neglected. And what of the
nature of those Bricks? This is not just advanced technology, it's
a different science, alien in concept, more challenging than
relativity or quantum theory, that to normal scientists smells of
magic. There needs to be a better explanation than mere open
mindedness.

This novella was proofread by Scott M Ryan,
who is I fear too old to join the Ark. (Unfortunately I believe I
am too.) If you want to know more about me and my works, check my
website at www.HiPiers.com,
where I do a monthly blog-type column and maintain an ongoing
survey of electronic publishers for the benefit of aspiring
writers. I was once a child myself; I remember the isolation and
the dreaming. My Ark was Creative Writing, where I could freely
exercise my imagination, though I do suffer the slings and arrows
of poachers, um, I mean critics who don't much like that sort of
thing. Maybe that's your Ark too.

cover.jpg
PIERS ANTHONY

i
A s

NOAH'S BRICK





