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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
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THE RAT ALOFT,
by John Gregory Betancourt

Rats are not scared of heights. It’s a known fact. I’m a rat; ipso facto, I’m not scared of heights.

I risked a glance out the plane’s front viewport and gulped. The sprawling Ohio grasslands, lush and green and two miles straight down, were enough to make my heart palpitate and my head throb. Leaning back, pressing my eyes shut, I groaned and felt like throwing up. Rat or not, I hated high places.

Fortunately it was overcast today. I banked up and into a cloud. With the windows masked in vapor I could imagine myself safely back on Earth, in a simu-chamber, and navigate strictly by instruments. Less than two hundred miles to go. I studied a sky chart. I might even make it.

Cutting power, I let us glide, saving the batteries. It was overcast and the solar cells on the wings wouldn’t be sopping up the power like they should be. I found the deathly silence eerie; I heard only the faintest whisper of wind. I didn’t like flying, especially not in toy solar planes like the Madonna. Why did I keep imagining myself in a tailspin, plunging Earthward at a hundred-and-eighty-odd miles per hour?

Fool, I called myself. It didn’t help. I’d been cursing my stupidity for hours now. I knew better than to take one of Hairy Jack’s delivery jobs, but I’d agreed to make the drop—six crates of L-13 Impact Rifles to a St. Louis dealer—because I’d borrowed too much money. I’d had to replace my tail, which I’d lost in a poker game. Not that I bet my tail, you understand. It was blasted off with a pellet shotgun after I drew two cards to a royal flush and Davy Squire decided I was cheating. Of course I was cheating, but he was too, so it shouldn’t have pissed him off.

So I hadn’t had a tail and Hairy Jack had pitched me the money for a new one. And a month later he’d called in his marker, and it was either return my nice, long, white tail to the genetics lab and walk off-balance for the rest of my life, or make a drop. That’s why I was doing Hairy Jack’s nasty this time.

I checked the instruments for the millionth time. The wind currents were routine, predictable: I’d flown over Consortium airspace half a dozen times before. I’d never liked it, but I’d done it. Even a rat must eat.

Yawning, I stretched a bit, sending my long white tail lashing among the packing crates stacked in the passenger cabin. Damn, I was getting cramped. My long, tapering fingers caressed the steering wheel as I thought ahead to the Empire of St. Louis, to the gun dealer Dr. Hook, who was to take the Madonna’s cargo. Jersey guns were big money items in St. Louis, especially when you didn’t pay the Consortium’s extravagant commerce tax.

The Consortium was a greedy land combine that controlled a stretch of land from Maine to Florida, separating Free New Jersey and the Empire of St. Louis. Hairy Jack never paid the Consortium. He lost a few shipments every now and then to Consortium patrols, but the guns that did make it through more than compensated.

With the ground hidden by clouds, I could relax for a moment, let fantasies play through my head. I could see myself as the rat of my dreams, who not only looked and moved like a rat, but thought as one. That was my single great failing. Try as I might, every time I came close, something human inside me pulled me back. But to be a rat, to truly be free . . .

I lost myself in dreams of ratness and didn’t pay proper attention to the controls. Abruptly my plane hit a cross-current, the steering wheel leaped from my hand, and the Madonna plunged thirty feet in a handful of seconds. Gulping to keep breakfast down, I fought with the wheel and finally managed to level out again with a minimum of turbulence.

Unfortunately, we’d now sunk beneath the level of clouds. Lush gold-green grasslands, dotted with small herds of grazing buffalo, a few scattered farms, blue streams and lakes, spread below me like a storybook picture. It was nauseating, all of it.

Then I looked up and to the right. Oh shit, I thought, as I saw a brig-class airship eight hundred yards away and bearing down on me. It looked like one of the dirigibles of old, but made almost entirely of lightweight, radar-absorbing plastic. And it was enormous—the Consortium never did anything in a small way.

It had to be patrolling the border with St. Louis, I realized. Quickly I flicked on the Madonna’s engine and banked up into a cloud, hoping that, somehow, the brig’s watch had missed me.

Two minutes later I saw the glow of tracer-bullets a few feet to my right. They were after me. Well, it had been that sort of week. What could you do when the gods were against you?

I banked to the left, heading closer to the cloud’s edge, into a hazy, half-revealing, half-obscuring fog, hoping to lose them. More tracer bullets cut into the cloud, this time closer.

I felt a rough jolt and the Madonna started bucking. Glancing out the right viewport, I noted that a foot of my plane’s wing had just been sheered off.

Damn them, I thought, damn them. I felt more than physically ill—now I was scared, a thoroughly human scared.

The whispery sound of wind was broken by a steady thrum-thrum-thrum, and then two copters were pacing me, one at each wingtip. They moved ghostlike in the half-cloud cover, but I could still make out the green-uniformed gunners in their little bubble compartments.

They signed to me in airspeak: “Turn around. Land on the brig.”

Reluctantly I signed back my agreement, then let the Madonna drop down below the clouds again. I had no plan other than obeying without question. I disliked having planes shot out from under me…another human trait, this fear of death.

The brig lay just behind. I made a leisurely circle to the landing bay, glided in low, entered. Hooks caught on the Madonna’s wings and pulled her to a slow stop.
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