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Prologue
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For Immediate Release

Delhi, July 15, 2128 – Phoenix, Inc. mourns the loss of a brilliant scientist and researcher, Dr. Jill Sanderson. She was lost in the course of an unexpected earthquake on one of the planets on the course of the Vimana’s exploration seeking out a new home for humanity.

She was the lead author of over fifty peer-reviewed articles published in such prestigious journals as Science Robotics, Journal of Robotics, and Journal of Engineering.

Vice President Dr. Aakesh Divakar said, “Humanity has lost a great advocate with this death. We stand with Dr. Sanderson’s colleagues and extended family in grieving her passing.”

Phoenix, Inc. welcomes any memorials and plans to create a Hall of Memory, available to all networks, for those who fall in the course of pursuing knowledge that might save humanity from the ongoing repercussions of World War III.
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Chapter 1
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Dr. Marina Spitzer pressed her forehead against the edge of the composite metal table she was cuffed to and tried not to think too hard about what an extreme waste of time this was.

She thunked her head against the unforgiving surface again.

A third time.

Listened to the hum of the stressed heating and cooling system and tried not to hear the drip of water that meant a leak threatened the structural integrity of the compound where she was currently jailed.

Which was obviously poorly maintained. The grout between the whitewashed cinderblocks was gray with grime, and intermittent rust stains where liquid had eluded the confines of whatever conduit had meant to contain it were evident on all four walls. The lights were of the ancient fluorescent design that flickered and hummed and had been outlawed according to some of the news coverage that had made it through comms all the way to the Vimana in the course of its voyage across the galaxy looking for a new home for humanity.

The contrast of the mildew and antiseptic scents permeating her current location to the sea air and warmly mineral essence of the rocky cavern she’d explored the day previous underlined her dislocation.

If TaoRuti Three wanted her to cooperate with her colleague and friend Dr. Leonardo Federici to represent it as diplomatic envoys to Earth, the planet should have planned better for their arrival. Some kind of official notification wouldn’t have been remiss.

As it was, the shock of the transition via interplanetary wormhole had disoriented them both enough to land them on their knees and gasping, while still trying to process the fact that they were no longer on the planet they had been researching, but rather back home. Almost ten light years away. In a journey that had lasted mere minutes. With no credentials or paperwork on hand.

They were still in their gray and white ship suits, their cargo pants pockets stocked with the tools of their vocations. The comforting scent of pine and the familiar signage had confirmed what TaoRuti Three had hinted at: She and Leo had indeed landed at the Black Forest Preserve. In southwestern Germany.

Despite her discombobulation, Rina had noticed the creeping signs of illness in the trees sheltered under the great domes. Life on Earth was under dire threat. It re-emphasized the importance of both her missions: Find a new home for humanity and ensure that the sentience of that new home wasn’t further offended by the harsh methods deployed by some portion of humanity’s leadership.

Then the intruder klaxons had fired up and guards had swept in, and that was the last time Rina had seen her partner in research. In exploration.

And, she thought, maybe, in life—or at least what remained of it.

Separated as they had been, she’d had to muddle through on her own. She’d been shocked by her swift incarceration. The accusations of impersonating a dead woman.

It seemed like miscommunication piled on top of willful disregard of everything she’d said and all of her academic accreditations, but she couldn’t unlock the words that would clear up the confusion. Not even the theoretically unhackable biometric implant Phoenix Inc. had insisted all its employees submit to seemed to be helping.

Why wasn’t anyone scanning her radiation signature? For as long as she’d been in space, searching for a new home for humanity, her isotope patterns alone should prove the truth of her claims.

She would even have tolerated more invasive tests, because the food that had most recently nourished them would easily betray its exoplanetary origin.

Which reminded her of her Vimana colleagues. Dr. Ani Sinabariba and Dr. Daniel Hassan Abeo Yessuf had opened her eyes to hand-made food, and even though the camp fire had reawakened old night terrors about ghosts, the four of them had been well on their way to establishing a base of operations that could prove humanity’s ability to thrive on a new world.

The distant click of heels down the concrete hall’s floor made her hope that someone more sensible might come to talk to her.

The sound faded again before her hopes could rise further.

How was she supposed to be an envoy when nobody would talk to her?

A mist of some kind of gas started drifting out of the vent in the corner of the room and Rina sniffed cautiously. If it were just water—even if it was likely tainted—there was no cause to worry. But the unidentifiable tinge of a metallic aftertaste had her scrabbling at the underside of the table. Surely they had an emergency respirator, or even a basic gas mask, for prisoners?

The rattle of her handcuffs as she stretched first one hand and then the other to the extent the chain between would allow as she tried to explore the hidden corners of the metal table sounded despairing even as her fingertips might have brushed what she was looking for.

By the time she gripped the rubber strap and fumbled through placing the mask on her face, she was damp with sweat and whatever moisture was now creating an unappetizing slime on her table.

The fluorescents finally failed.

Absolute darkness enshrouded her in despair. Then she heard the hiss of something new being released from the vents and wondered briefly how long the filter in her mask would hold out before she would die of whatever toxin they had elected to infuse the room with.

She dropped to her knees and crouched with her hands over her head to orient herself in the darkness as she tried to find what protection she could under the table. It was strange how differently she could feel about being in such a complete blackout from one day to the next.

This time, Leo wasn’t here to hold her and reassure her.

Without someone to share the terror snaking through her body, her defeat, her death, seemed tangible. Inevitable.

She shuddered.

“So much for diplomatic privilege for an envoy from TaoRuti Three.” She might be whistling past the graveyard by talking out loud, but at least she was keeping herself company. Doing something.

“Too bad TaoRuti Three doesn’t have some way of creating an intraplanetary wormhole for me here.” Rina felt light condensation on the backs of her hands. Whatever it was, it was acidic. She huddled another centimeter further under the dubious protection of the table. It wasn’t a good sign that her fingers felt burned.

Crouching, waiting for her own demise struck her as ridiculous. On the other hand, what could she actually do?

She thought about Leo again, his sturdy body strong enough to anchor her against the storms they had weathered together on TR3. Where had he been taken? Why had they been summarily separated when they’d arrived together and presented themselves as a team?

A different kind of warmth radiated from her chest, as if she could reach out to him energetically. Find him even though she was locked up in a room her captors intended to be her tomb.

Rina focused on the tingling sensation that flowed in the wake of the warmth her chest was generating. This was different. Had TaoRuti Three done something to change her?

Maybe she wasn’t as powerless as she’d thought.

It didn’t matter that the stygian atmosphere was misting her with acid. Or, it did, and only gave her an incentive to uncover whatever ability she sensed gathering in her core. How to assist this process, though?

Bringing to mind the radiating lines of laughter that surrounded Leo’s brown eyes as he teased her made him feel real to her. While her rebreather mask was still effective, she inhaled deeply, and pushed out a whoosh of air that felt like it might be solid enough to make a path for her to follow.

With nothing to lose, Rina acted as if her fanciful imagination were creating her reality and stood to take a step forward. Through the table. Then another. A part of her wondered when she would run into the concrete reality of her cell. After five steps, she started jogging. Her sense of her surroundings shifted, though she still couldn’t see anything. The tension between fear and hope held her back from breaking into a sprint, but at least she was doing something.

And then she was flying through a tunnel of light.

Not that she’d really had many choices, but seeing the blurred images of a tropical forest whizzing by made a different fear rear its head. Where was she going to land? How was she going to stop?

She squeezed her eyes closed and wondered if this were just the vivid hallucination that heralded death.
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Strong arms encircled her and drew her close into a full-body hug. Her eyes startled open. “Leo?” Those smile lines she’d imagined were in full crinkle and his clear brown eyes had a suspiciously sparkly sheen to them. “Where are we? How did we get here? Are you okay?”

The lush greenery and heavy moisture in the air was the antithesis to the death cocoon she’d escaped.

She let go of him and pulled off her rebreather mask so she could greet him properly. So many hours apart had felt all the more of a hardship for the surreal situation she’d found herself in, but Leo was newly precious to her and his kisses had their own value.

“I’m fine. How did you get us here? Why were you wearing a mask? Are you okay?” Leo stroked his hand over her head and peered closely into her face as they both caught their breaths.

“How did I get us here? I was put in a casket of a cell and they started spraying me with acid. Are you sure we’re not dead?” The urge to giggle struck Rina as inappropriate given how much was unknown about their circumstances, but she couldn’t help the smile that beamed from her to have found Leo so fortuitously.

His lips compressed and she watched his skin go pale before he whispered, “Acid?”

This time his hands were more purposeful as they stroked over her head and body. He turned her around and inspected her jump suit. “At least it looks like our unconventional mode of travel cleared off whatever it was they misted you with.” He hugged her close again. “Let’s try not to get separated again. I don’t like it when I’m not there to protect you from things that are trying to kill you.”

His voice was muffled as he spoke into the short hair on the side of her head, but having his lips move so intimately made Marina shiver. She leaned back to look him in the eye. “So it was just me they were singling out for such attention? What happened to you after we were separated?”

She watched pink suffuse his neck and ears as he looked away. “Oh. Well. Actually, probably the same thing as what happened to you. Locked up in a room where nobody was interested in listening to my admittedly fantastic tale.”

Rina poked him in the gut in a half-hearted tickle tease and stepped back so she could think more clearly. “Did they accuse you of impersonating a dead person, too?”

Leo nodded. “That’s the strangest part of this, really. Given that it used to take a week to beam comms between the ship and Earth, and how quickly you and I managed the trip, we might actually have managed to beat our own team’s reporting.” His fingers scrubbed at the stubble on his chin. “So why would anyone imagine we were dead? Already?”

Her own head nodding along in an echo of his, Rina pounced on his question. “Exactly. As far as anyone here should know, we’re back on board the Vimana and sling-shotting our way to our next destination, back in the rhythm of our daily experiments. So there’s something very fishy about the way we were treated—even if we were unauthorized and unexpected visitors to a national treasure zone.” She lifted her nose to the air and took a deep breath of moisture-laden, fresh air. “And now we have no idea where we are. Unless you know something?”

Leo looked around at the verdant plant life while she stepped closer to those growing nearby. Then she noticed a massive tree trunk. “Leo, look at this.” She peered up toward the sky, which peeked through the canopy of the forest they were in in blinding patches of white light. She reached out to run her fingertips over the smooth, light grey bark. “If I’m not mistaken, this is a Kauri tree. Which means... we’ve been transported somewhere to the southern hemisphere—either in northern Australia or what remains of the Malaysian islands.”

She could feel her eyes widening as she did some mental math, but Leo beat her to saying the words when he whispered, “Fourteen thousand kilometers?”

They both shook their heads and fell silent.

Rina traced the needle-like leaves hanging overhead and the mosses growing on the trunk with her eyes, unconsciously stroking the bole as her mind tried to wrap itself around the idea that she could have been responsible for making a leap of that magnitude through the Earth. The vines, ferns, epiphytes, and palms told her eyes she was nowhere near Germany, while the pungent scent of Melaleuca underlying the richness of decaying plant matter told her this was someplace far, far from home.

It was boggling to imagine.

It was one thing for a planet to have that kind of capacity—and she likely wasn’t going to get a chance to debate the issue with any planetary scientists if she had become persona non grata in her home country—but for her?

After catching sight of the small pinpricks of extra-pink skin on the backs of her hands, she peered at Leo. “You said you were also placed in a coffin-like room. Did they start misting you, too?”

He shook his head. “No. They’d only just shut the door when I got pulled into the vortex. I almost wondered whether I was a convenient body for them to test new transport tech on.” He gave a weak chuckle. “I suppose I can be okay with being your guinea pig.”

Snorting, Rina shook her head. “We’re going to have to figure out how we’ve been modified by TaoRuti Three before we go much further. I would rather have zipped myself out of there while I was bored and hungry rather than have terror activate whatever my new skills are.”

Leo shook his head. “Hungry? We’re in a tropical rainforest, right? We should at least be able to find something to eat. And I kind of like that our chances of running into other humans are slim in such a remote corner of the world. Did you ever do any research here? Did you know that the rainforest had survived to this extent?”

Squinting at the lush carpet of ferns at their feet, Rina paused, shaking her head, too. “You know, I don’t even remember anyone producing papers on the topic. You would think that with this kind of vibrant ecology there would be whole teams of researchers deployed. How did this corner of the globe get spared? And why hasn’t anyone looked to replicate what’s here anywhere else?”

“It seems secrecy is the new norm?” Leo shrugged and reached for her hand, lacing their fingers together. “Let’s explore a bit. I like the feeling of walking through the mist, where it feels like my eyes are seeing through shades of green.”

Rina looked at him out of the corner of her eyes. “You’re a poet now? What exactly are we looking for?”

“You mentioned you were hungry. I’m sure you’re thirsty, too. I know there are rivers and pools in this corner of the world. Let’s see if we can find one to at least slake our thirst. Then decide what our next course of research will be.” The crinkles at the corners of his eyes fascinated Rina. She was sure she had similarly radiating lines, but she couldn’t see them, and she didn’t think they invited the kind of warm sharing Leo’s did. His whole countenance invited confidences.

Sighing, Rina said, “I’m somewhat concerned about what kinds of poisonous wildlife we could find here. I don’t know what, if any, of the indigenous fauna might have been eliminated in the aftermath of the nuclear strikes, but I do know that some of the most deadly wildlife on the planet are in this area. Snakes and spiders can easily camouflage themselves in the deadfall on the forest floor, but if we’re heading toward water, we’ll also need to watch for crocodiles.”

She shivered.

“Dealing with any one of those is outside my areas of expertise.” She lowered her voice. “I don’t want to walk into more danger—and not have the capacity to work our way out of it—just because of my ignorance.”

Leo let go of her hand and slung his arm around her shoulders, squeezing her in an abbreviated hug. “I do have a few handy tools stashed about my person—even if most of my kit is still back on TaoRuti Three... or confiscated in whatever facility it was we just escaped.” He smiled before he let go and started patting down his pants for hidden pockets. “Ah, here we go.” He flourished what looked like a thick straw. “This will work to filter whatever water we find to make it potable.”

He handed it to Rina before continuing his self-exploration. Down by his ankle he pulled out another metal tube. With a flick of his wrist, it extended and became a kind of probe. “This way, we can sweep and poke at the path ahead of us and make sure we don’t inadvertently step on one of the beasties you mentioned.”

Rina shook her head and couldn’t help the smile that grew across her face. “You really are an excellent partner to explore with.” She looped her arm through his, and they began pressing forward into the dense plant life. “We need to consider, though, how we pursue the goal TR3 gave us: How do we find a reasonable governmental representative with whom we can parlay? Push for a cessation of the exploitive tech deployments TR3 told us about?”

“If we can find a nice spot to sit and gather our wits—and tend our wounds—it would help us think productively.” Leo kept trudging forward and Rina had to assume he was letting his movement percolate thoughts in response to her questions.

Certainly, being surrounded by such vibrant scenery was helping shake loose the looping fears that had trapped her during her confinement.

After the fifth time in eight steps of waving away fronds from overhead, she muttered, “It would have been too much to ask for to have a machete hidden somewhere in a pocket, though, right?”

She felt the rumble of Leo’s laughter as he ducked under another frond. “Well. If I’d only known that this was where I’d end up... I always wanted to go rock climbing in Australia. Some of the most fascinating and ancient strata on the planet are down here.” He paused and swiped at the sweat dripping down his temples. “You know, it is odd that even in my field nobody was deployed out here to pursue research.” He shook his head. “I know you think I’m overly prone to conspiracy theories, but the kind of concerted redirection we’ve both commented on... points to something being hidden out here.”

The warm, moist atmosphere pressed in on Rina as she considered Leo’s point. “What was that saying? It’s not paranoia if they’re actually trying to kill you?”

His booming laugh startled her, as well as a number of birds, whose wings whooshed overhead while their raucous calls echoed off the rainforest floor.

Her weak chuckle followed after a moment. “You’re right, though. Why do you suppose the Australian continent has been so neglected in our efforts to rehabilitate the planet? Obviously,” she waved her hands in front of her face to brush off spiderwebbing and bugs and push through yet more leaves, “there is a thriving ecosystem here. We should be able to learn from this. Build on this.”

Leo gave her another half-hug and squeezed her arm. “We’ll figure it out. Now that we know there’s a spot that still has the kind of biodiversity we used to have, we’ll figure out how to heal the rest of the planet.”

Watching the man methodically swat at the obstacles in their path as they shuffled their way forward, Rina decided that if anyone could muster the energy and enthusiasm for such an undertaking, it would be Leo. “Do we know which way we’re going, actually?”

They paused in their forward progress and turned as one to trace the faint trail they’d left in the dense greenery. Leo shrugged. “That path looks straight enough to me, and we’ve been walking on a very slight down grade, so at some point we’re going to run into water of some kind.”

Rina shook her head. “How do you know that?” She winked at him in a teasing reminder of his questions to her on TauRuti Three, and was rewarded with another hearty chuckle. “But seriously, what is our plan? We were sent here as envoys. It’s apparent we can’t reach out directly to our governments because there are some kind of shenanigans being played about our very existence. And yet, we’ve arrived on planet so quickly we should be able to reach out to our friends and families before they’re misinformed about our untimely demise.”

A snake slithered out from under the brush Leo disturbed with his walking stick and they both jumped back, before pausing to allow it respectful passage.

“Assuming, of course, that nothing does us in here in this tropical sanctuary.” Leo’s dry retort choked a laugh out of Rina, while it took a bit longer for her heart to settle back into its normal rhythm.

“Indeed. So how do we reach them to assure them of our existence? Can we test our skills on pulling them here for proof?” Rina cocked her head at the man. “In fact, it might be worth testing whether we have the same sets of new skills. I was imagining your face and wishing hard to be safe and far away in order to achieve this result. If I had known to be more specific, what else might have happened? What can you imagine with specific clarity that would allow us to test your ability to bend space the way I did?”

Leo’s eyes twinkled as he quickly raised and lowered his eyebrows with comic exaggeration. “There are so many things I could imagine with specific clarity, my dear... However, for the sake of our safety and our friends’ safety, let’s take this in phases. How about I imagine us, you and me, here but by a clean, clear pool of water?”

Wrinkling her forehead as he pulled her close, Rina nonetheless enjoyed the hug. Even if Leo’s suggestion sounded vague and possibly frivolous. But he was solid and brought her comfort, so she relaxed into his embrace, feeling the steady thump of his heart as the sounds of tropical birds and bugs filled the silence around them.

A minute later, she hadn’t felt any kind of transition, so she sighed and stepped back from Leo’s arms.

They were still in the same spot.

“Apparently I can’t do what you did?” Leo didn’t look terribly disappointed. “That would be an unsettling ability to try to control. We should test whether it’s just fear that drives your capability.” He pulled her back into a hug and murmured in her ear. “How about you imagine us by a clean, clear pool of water. Nearby.”

It did sound inviting. Rina took a deep breath and felt the warmth expanding from within her chest again.

And then jumped when her heel sunk into squelchy ground.

She spun to look and was flabbergasted to see a pool of clear turquoise gently rippling from the distant force of a small waterfall nearly a hundred meters away. “I did it. And I didn’t even feel the transition. That’s amazing!”

Leo stood rooted at their arrival point, his eyes wide open and staring, as if he didn’t believe the evidence of his own senses. “Truly? You see it too? Why didn’t we feel the whooshing this time?”

Rina bounced back into his arms before dancing along the water’s edge. “Maybe because it was such a short distance? Maybe because we’re getting used to this mode of travel? This is going to make everything so much easier. We don’t even really have to worry about figuring out what’s edible here—though a drink of water would be nice, since you’re so well prepared.” She dashed to grab his filtration straw from him before crouching at the water’s edge for a well-earned sip. “This tastes amazing, by the way. You should absolutely join me.”

Moving slowly, Leo knelt beside Rina and leaned over the edge of the pool, peering carefully at the glassy surface. “You don’t think this is just a dream? Or some kind of wish fulfillment?”

He seemed so much more tentative than Rina was used to. “No? Because we’re sharing the experience? Or?” She dipped her hand carefully into the water, swishing it back and forth in the refreshing coolness. Then scooped up a handful and splashed Leo’s face.

Spluttering, he rocked back on his heels and narrowed his eyes at her while wiping his sleeve across his eyes. “So that’s how it’s going to be, hmmm?”

He slapped his palm on the surface of the water, sending water arcing everywhere, but drenching the both of them.

Rina laughed. “See? We’re both wet now. How does that happen in a dream? How is that wish fulfillment? There are so many experiments I’d like to run.” She sobered as she considered their primary mission. “We really don’t have time for that. We have to stay focused on the mission we were given.”

Leo leaned forward and reached for the water purifying straw. Taking a deep drink, his face finally resettled into more serious lines. “I wonder what the limits are of this skill. I wonder if we could take a quick trip back to TaoRuti Three and check in with our colleagues before we carry on with trying to find a sympathetic ear to hear about our diplomatic mandate?”

“I’m not sure I want to risk upsetting the planet with a precipitous return like that though.” Rina scratched at a bug bite and stared at the waterfall. “We’ve just run two tests, and we’ve been on Earth how many hours now. Let’s take it as read that I can bend space to get us to where we need to be. We need to establish a home base from which we can build a network of people who will help put us in touch with those in the government who can help us meet TR3’s ultimatum. Before she figures out a way to land us in the kind of planetary upheaval she demonstrated prior to our departure.” Rina shivered in memory of the sound of being at the epicenter of a hurricane while the ground quaked under them from a powerful tremblor. Leo had held her tight then. She’d felt safe. Who could help them both feel safe here, back on Earth?

Leo edged closer to her and pointed toward a shadowy shape drifting in the water. Lowering his voice, he said, “Maybe we should plan on getting out of here sooner than later, then. Do you have any good ideas on where to plan to jump that would be safe for us and for the person who might be able to help us?”

Standing quickly and backing away from the edge of the water, Rina pulled Leo with her, “Trust me.”
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Stumbling on the suddenly tiled floor, Rina opened her eyes to a deserted hallway. The black and white checks of the pattern in the tile made it seem that they were on a chess board, but Rina smiled. “Katje always chose to live remote. She didn’t like all the cameras and biometric passes needed to live in the big compounds. She was my roommate back at the university, and we’ve been best friends ever since.”

Rina paused to remind herself of the complicated rhythm she and Katje had worked out decades ago and took a deep breath to prepare to rap it out on the steel-core door in front of them.

Leo shifted to look both ways down the hallway, dimly lit with more missing bulbs than active ones. “You know one of the Retrogrades?”

Snorting at her memories of the anarchist movement’s shenanigans, Rina’s perception of the Retrogrades as modernized ancient Luddites sabotaging efforts to manage populations confined to underground quarters by retraining AIs to disrupt power and water flow was entirely at odds with Katje’s focus on the scientific method.

“Hah. If you knew her, you’d never lump her in with that motley crew, but they’ve recently started making some actually valid points. At least according to Katje’s most recent missives. And it’s lucky for us she’s not someplace that will set us on another merry-go-round of incarceration because our biometrics set off some unexpected sensor or alarm. We’ll have to be very careful about where we choose to go. Now let me concentrate.” She drew her brows together and shifted her arm in her sleeve so her palm and fist would be covered in cloth for this exercise.

Watching her with skepticism written all over his face, Leo nonetheless held his tongue, though he did pace a few steps in both directions before returning to stand watch behind Rina.

She was nearing the end of her knock and slap pattern and wished they had thought to shorten the code at some point. It was nervous-making to be exposed out here this way, even if Leo was keeping an eye out. Where would they hide should someone show up?

The silence after all the banging was eerie.

What if Katje weren’t home? What time was it anyway? Was it fair to hope that Katje might be in residence?

Rina leaned back against the wall and wondered what their Plan B could be. Her memory was not helping her unearth any other safe spots where she could reach out to her brother through anonymous channels. Katje was known for her eccentricity, but she was trusted implicitly by all those who knew her. If Rina could get Katje to vouch for her, things could go a lot more easily for them. Katje might even have some connections with the opposition that could help them air TaoRuti Three’s concerns.

Every so often the sound of a distant drip reminded Rina of the prison. Was the infrastructure failing so badly that all the older buildings had similar issues?

It was concerning that the acid rain was becoming so corrosive. It would be even worse if somehow, someone had convinced Katje to move to another location. Rina imagined that Katje wouldn’t give up her bolthole so easily, but who knew how the atmosphere had destabilized in the years since their departure.

On the other hand, northern Australia seemed to paint a brighter picture than the gloom that seemed to box in Europe.

She shot a glance at Leo. He’d resumed pacing, and the squeak of his shoes on the tile made for a dissonant counterpoint to the sound of dripping.

How long should they wait before conceding defeat?

A distant clang shook the walls and startled both Rina and Leo. They dropped to a crouch in front of the door, their backs resting against each other, each one looking down one end of the hall.

“Would that be your friend coming home?” Leo’s whispered question made Rina wonder if she weren’t being overly paranoid.

“Maybe? I don’t even have my chronometer, so I have no idea what time it is—or even which shift she’s working at the moment. She never got into those details in her letters. But I know she liked the swing shift.” Rina shrugged, uncomfortable at the amount of information she was missing.

“What’s our back-up plan?” Leo kept his voice low and Rina could feel the tension in the muscles of his back where they pressed against her.

“I don’t know. Jump back to where we came from to regroup?” She was trying to decide whether she heard footfalls in the stairwell.

Then she and Leo tumbled into the suddenly open door beside them.

“Hurry up. Come all the way in. Who did you bring with you this time?” The woman interrogating them had cropped silver hair and was uncharacteristically heavy for a society facing so many food shortages.

Rina scrambled to her feet and rushed her. “Katje! You tease! You were here all this time and just wanted to make us sweat.” She shook her head as she pulled back from an enthusiastic embrace. “You’ve lost weight. What happened? Are you okay?” She carefully palpated her friend’s waist and dropped her voice. “Did they finally figure out how to control the fibroids?”

Katje swatted at her hands and grumped. “I’m fine. We can talk later. Now tell me who this stranger is who I’ve welcomed into my home.”

Blinking, Rina snapped her mouth shut then turned to face Leo. She reached an arm out to him and was glad to see he’d already closed the door behind them. “This is Leo. Dr. Leonardo Federici. He’s the geologist on my team on the Vimana. I’ve told you about him.”

“Right. But. You’re here. You’re not supposed to be here for another seven years. In fact, this week’s message packet just arrived yesterday, and you were telling me about preparing for your first land-fall. It’s not physically possible for you to be here.” She leaned closer and squinted at Rina, scrutinizing the fine lines on her face. “You knew the code, but are you really you?”

“I know it’s unbelievable. I’ll prove it: You know me. Ask me anything.” Rina smiled as she shrugged.

Skepticism was written all over Katje’s face as she leaned back with a disparaging sniff. “Fine. Who was your first boyfriend?”

Rina could feel the heat traveling up her neck; she was sure her face was a flaming red. Why had Katje gone there? “That’s a trick question.” Her gaze darted to Leo, who was leaning forward, listening avidly to their conversation. She shrugged. “I never had one.” She cleared her throat and whispered. “Until ... yesterday, anyway. But we haven’t gotten to talk about that like normal friends yet.” She could feel tears gathering in that strange combination of embarrassment and anger. “Why would you start there?”

Katje sighed and draped her arm around Rina’s waist, pulling her close again. “I know you. Remember? And now I know why he’s here, too.” She nodded her head over her shoulder at Leo, urging him to follow as she led them down the hall.

“What you don’t know is that the government has cracked down on installations like this one. Their claims regarding safety may or may not be true. I’ve set up my own monitoring systems, and have had enough years living here that I’ve been able to construct my own bunker, accessible not only from the door you know, but a few other strategic spots as well.” She waved at the various branching hallways they were passing. “Don’t be confused by all the extra rabbit holes. I’m the only one who gets past the front door these days.” She pulled back again to peer at Rina. “What confused the issue for me was that you didn’t pass any of the sensors on the way in. Are you getting wily in your old age?”

Rina shook her head at her friend’s smile. “You have urged me to question everything for decades. Has that ever worked yet?”

The snorting laughter the two shared was enough to raise an echoing grin on Leo’s face when Rina glanced back at him.

“No. This is something far more dangerous than healthy skepticism. This is scientific impossibility come true.” She stopped walking and held her friend’s shoulders to stare into her eyes. “I can fold space. We’re here because we found a sentient planet. It endowed me with that ability and sent us here as its envoys.”

This time when Rina glanced at Leo, his lips were compressed in a tight line and he was shaking his head.

She shrugged. “It sounds ridiculous to say it all so baldly. But I have no other explanation for our experiences over the past two days. Two days! We were on TaoRuti Three yesterday. Fathom that.”

Katje’s expression had fallen into full-on poker face. She would betray no dismay, Rina knew. Even if her whole world were inverted.

“We need to get to your lab to run some tests. Prove to you what we can of what we’re saying. And then we need to find someone who will listen to us. The planet sent us to the Black Forest Preserve. Near Karl. But we were immediately taken into custody. Accused of the worst kind of perfidy. Katje, they were taking me to be executed when I wished myself away—and my wish came true.” Rina’s eyes were swimming with the intensity of her recollections.

Somehow she had to convince Katje that she wasn’t a lunatic who was creating her own alternate history.

This time, her words seemed to be getting through. For the first time in their decades of friendship, Katje’s poker face failed her, and the color drained from her cheeks. She whispered, “The Black Forest Preserve? Oh my gods, Rina. That’s been taken over by a paramilitary quick response unit. Nobody is allowed there anymore. The worst kinds of rumors are seeping out about what goes on there. What were you thinking?”

“How would I have known? Our data bursts were focused on relevant news. Research results
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