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      “Alina Andra?”

      A woman’s voice, over the roar of the reception area’s great indoor fountain. Alina paused on the last step of the front staircase and looked around at the older woman, shielding her eyes from the glare from the skylights.

      “You’re Alina Andra, aren’t you?” the woman asked. “Yes, I’ve been watching your interviews all along.” She clutched a company-issued visor in her hands as if she had just come in from a dawn hike. The stitched Chordés Project logo, with its white interstellar ship against a sea of stars, crinkled as her fingers tightened.

      “That’s right,” Alina said, her voice still hoarse from last night. The woman’s face was unfamiliar, but the details of yesterday’s post-orientation festivities were hazy toward the end, so it was possible they had met then.

      “I admit I’m impressed,” the woman said. Alina couldn’t place her accent. “I mean, actually to see the face of Pragma Art here before me. You were the only one who made sense on those broadcasts.”

      So they didn’t know each other. Alina could never be sure—after two years in the public eye, such moments of invasive flattery still caught her off guard.

      Alina had given her final on-screen appearance just two days ago, but already it seemed like a story she had read of someone else’s life. Her public-facing role at the company had come about by accident, the day after she had plowed into Pragma Art’s CEO, S.P. Sem, coming around a corner during a routine site tour. Alina had wondered what Sem had seen in her—an otherwise unremarkable teacher—in those brief awkward moments. Maybe she had just had a good imagination.

      Now a dull ache bloomed behind Alina’s eyes as she blinked up at the woman on the stairs. “Well thank you, I do appreciate that.” She pressed fingers to temples. “Sorry, I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage.”

      The woman released her visor with one hand and offered it to Alina. “I’m Nevart.” She added, “Krikorian.”

      Nevart lingered. Did she want something more? It couldn’t be an autograph. Twenty-eight days hence the only people Nevart could share memorabilia with would be her fellow crewmates, who by then would be busy preparing for their eight-millennium sleep.

      The woman couldn’t be that starstruck.

      “Join me for breakfast?” Alina asked. “Very casual, I promise. It’s just some friends, and my daughter.”

      Nevart glanced across the reception area to the dining patio, but her face was unreadable. “Maybe after a bit. There’s something I was … that I wanted to ask you about. You, specifically, I mean.”

      “Oh?” Alina shifted her weight. The woman was content where she was, still several steps up. She made no effort to join Alina on the lobby floor.

      Nevart pursed her lips, as if looking for a good place to start. “I imagine you know Jasper Jarms, yes?”

      Such an assertion from a stranger wasn’t surprising, not here.

      The Chordés Mission crew comprised only 500 of Pragma Art’s employees, and they were all here at the Chakkaradar resort. As for Jasper Jarms, he had made a name for himself as Pragma’s most easygoing engineer well before the company’s arrival on the Tilulipu atoll. Alina had first seen him sleeping at the holiday party back at the Pasadena site, where his reputation for being laid back had been underscored by the dog sleeping on his chest. Word had it that it hadn’t been his dog.

      “I know him,” Alina said. “Not well, but I know who he is.”

      “Okay, so you probably know he’s really into his music.”

      “Oh, I didn’t …”

      “Which is fine.”

      “I didn’t know he was musical.”

      “Except, he and the others played—his room is right across from mine—he played well into the night last night,” Nevart said. She made a face. “A jam session.”

      Alina nodded slowly. Where was the woman headed with this?

      Nevart leaned in. “I didn’t want to take it up with management unless I had to,” she said. “I already have a bit of a …” She trailed off. “Which is neither here nor there. So I thought that you, maybe, since you know him, and everyone knows you … ?”

      That I could handle it.

      Alina’s involvement with Pragma Art’s media tour over the last year had apparently bestowed her with some residual gravitas. That didn’t mean she had any special talent for mediation. What was she supposed to do?

      “I take it you’ve tried asking Mr. Jarms not to play so late?”

      Nevart frowned. “I yelled.”

      “Ah, well …”

      “I told him in the morning: I got very little sleep last night, because of your loud music. Yelling very loudly,” she said, reflecting on the encounter with a scowl.

      “And he didn’t, I take it–”

      “He asked that I should join them next time,” Nevart said, her raised voice drawing eyes. “Next time!”

      Alina frowned. “I understand.”

      A gust of warm air lifted curtains of mist from the fountain, perfuming the air with fruit and the faintest hint of chlorine.

      Nevart sighed.

      “Well I won’t make you any promises, Nevart. But let me see if there’s something I can do.”

      “Thank you,” said Nevart with relief in her voice, as if Alina had already sorted the situation out. After a polite nod, the woman turned on her heel and ascended the steps.
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        * * *

      

      Alina took a deep breath, her smile lingering as she crossed the polished stone of the grand reception floor, and beneath the Welcome To Tilulipu banner still strung up overhead. By the fountain she held her hand out toward the spray, fingers splayed. It took her back to her childhood in Hampshire, trailing behind her mother as she’d stared up at the fountain in the Festival Mall’s central court galleria. Through the pulsing jets she had caught sight of a bird near the ceiling, flying in frenetic arcs, and colliding repeatedly into the skylights.

      Chakkaradar’s main dining patio extended from the opposite end of the lobby. Resort staff hurried along their invisible circuits with machine-like efficiency, stepping around slow-moving guests like dancers.

      As she passed by the reception counter, Alina spotted Maji-Giza, the resort manager, speaking to one of his staff. During yesterday’s company orientation proceedings, Maji-Giza had coordinated his team with the grace and efficiency of a symphony conductor. Alina had told herself that she must introduce herself to him if she got the opportunity. This morning she had an excuse.

      Patting her breast pocket, she brought out a folded sheet of paper, examining it again to ensure it was really blank on both sides. She lingered a polite distance away, leaning against the cool stone of a planter, and getting a better look at Maji-Giza’s face. The man had a fearsome scar running the length of his face from temple to mouth, a pale line that carved a cleft in his hairline, and ran down his left cheek, terminating where his lips met. The skin there was drawn tight enough to give him a semi-permanent smile. Maybe that was an advantage for someone in hospitality.

      Maji-Giza caught her eye, and broke off from his conversation as if Alina were his top priority.

      “Ms. Andra,” he said approaching with a broad smile. “Is there something I can help you with this morning?”

      Had Maji-Giza memorized 500 names and faces? No, he must have watched her interviews. His own face would be hard to forget. What was the story behind that scar?

      “Actually, yes,” she said. “It’s really more of a curiosity than anything.” She trailed off as she considered the matter. Was it frivolous to bring up? She shook her head. “This morning I found a slip of paper under my door. A memo, I thought. But in actuality … well, here, see for yourself.”

      She held up the slip of paper. Maji-Giza gave it a glance, but made no effort to examine it further.

      “Yes?”

      “Blank, you see.”

      Maji-Giza squinted. “A blank memorandum.”

      “That’s right. I mean, we’re so accustomed to receiving messages directly,” she rubbed the back of her neck, “but with the grain mesh deactivated here at Chakkaradar, and no cell service or email … well, I just want to be sure I haven’t missed anything. Would you know if the blank page was intentional, or maybe I’m missing–”

      The man shook his head, “Sounds to me like the work of a trickster. One of your colleagues trying to get a rise, perhaps?” Now there was a disconcerting possibility. “But, no matter, I’ll keep my ear to the floor and let you know if anything turns up.”

      Despite Maji-Giza’s tone of practiced patience, Alina’s cheeks had grown warm. She wouldn’t have him thinking of her as overly concerned with trivialities.

      “I know it’s silly,” she said. “As I said, a curiosity.”

      “In any case, if we can save just one sheet of paper, it will have been worth it,” Maji-Giza said, with a wink. If he thought her petty, he had masked it masterfully.

      Alina smiled, and touched his arm. “I appreciate that.”

      The resort manager bowed gently, then retreated to the other side of the counter, where he tapped something into a terminal.

      Alina was about to head for the patio, but stopped and turned back to the counter. Approaching the resort manager, she laced her fingers before her on the marble surface, as if she were about to pray.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Maji-Giza?” she said, leaning forward.

      “Ms. Andra,” he said again, with no less enthusiasm.

      Alina bit her lip. “This is going to sound random, but … a colleague of mine, a friend, he’s a bit of a musician in his spare time.”

      “Oh, very good.”

      “Yes, well.” She squinted at him. “What I was wondering was, would it be possible for him to schedule time in one of the conference rooms? After hours, I mean. He’s got himself a small band, and if they had a dedicated space to set up … ?”

      Maji-Giza raised his eyebrows, “I see.” He pursed his lips.

      “Not if it would be any trouble, of course.”

      “Not at all, not at all,” he said with his crooked smile. “No, I was going to say that I’ve an idea that is a bit unorthodox, but we do have a lounge here at Chakkaradar that is sound proofed. I can’t see its use presenting any conflicts after hours, if the room would be to your friend’s satisfaction.”

      Well there was some good fortune. “Oh, that actually sounds ideal.”

      Maji-Giza nodded. “Happy to accommodate. If you’d like to give the room a look, it’s through there, two floors down.” He pointed across the terrace to a staircase that wound down into the exposed stone foundation like an underground stream. “It’s called the Salon Aelön—a bit of a play on words. You can’t miss it.”

      “I appreciate your help. Can you send word round to Jasper Jarms to let him know? I don’t have his room number, and …” She felt the nodule at the back of her neck again. “I wouldn’t have another way to reach him.”

      “Too easy,” Maji-Giza said. “I’ll see to it, and make sure the salon remains open.”

      “Much appreciated,” she said, and gave him a little wave before heading out to the dining patio.
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      The air outside, filled already with a chorus of tinkling silverware, was ten degrees warmer than the lobby. Resort staff, quick as squirrels, had drawn out screens from hidden receptacles in the walls, creating a patchwork of long shadows across the wooden deck. Beyond a sea of tables, the calm waters of the atoll stretched toward the horizon like turquoise foil.

      As she moved between tables, Alina waved hello to colleagues both familiar and not. There was no sign of Ryuki’s distinctive white hair streak in the crowd. The woman attributed her signature stripe to poliosis, a condition whose only measurable symptom was increased visibility. But Alina reached the middle of the patio without spotting Ryuki, and stopped where she was to conduct a more careful sweep.

      “Oh!” She spotted Dom and Torben sitting several tables away, with two strangers sitting across from them. She gave her friends a wave, and Dom raised a glass of something golden in response.

      “Here she is,” said Dom as Alina came over. His sandy gray hair was more of a disheveled mop than usual. Had he been swimming already? Alina thought not. More likely he’d come straight down from bed.

      “We thought you might defect,” Torben added from behind hangover-dampening sunglasses. Alina remembered leaning on him last night. And he had leaned back, hadn’t he?

      “I’m keeping that option open,” Alina said, moving around to Dom’s side of the table. “No Ryuki?”

      “She was here,” said Dom, tossing a thumb at the empty chair next to him. “Said she’d be right back. Anyway, this here is Sastry, and … actually, I didn’t get your name?” He raised his eyebrows at the bespectacled man.

      “That’s Anton,” said Torben. “We’ve crossed paths, before.”

      Alina took her seat between Dom and Torben. “Well, Anton, Sastry, it’s good to meet you both.”

      “They’re on one of the Engineering teams,” Dom said. “Although we didn’t get into any specifics, so I could save them my renowned blank stare.”

      Anton was buttering a roll, and used his wrist to push his glasses up the bridge of his nose as he gave Alina a quick grin.

      Sastry reached over to shake Alina’s hand. “I recognize you from the news, I think.”

      “That’s right, although I’ve now retired, and am dearly looking forward to a life of leisure.”

      “I’ll settle for a life of breakfast,” Dom said.

      Alina gave him a friendly poke as she took a seat between him and Torben. She would always cut Dom slack for his labored wisecracks, not just because she had known him for so long, but because she wouldn’t be on Tilulipu at all if not for him.

      She had run into him at a Bar Con after a convention for science educators and communicators. That was the year Pragma Art’s CEO S.P. Sem had announced the world’s first manned extrasolar mission before the United Nations. The science community had gone into a frenzy, and Alina’s science junket could not have been better timed. When a colleague asked her to fill in on a panel about the sustainability and growth of extrasolar space colonies, Alina couldn’t believe her luck. The venue had been one of the smaller forums, and no one had anticipated the need to accommodate press. But that wasn’t a typical year.

      She hadn’t seen Dom since graduate school, but as soon as they had found two free stools at the bar, her friend skipped the small talk and told her he had an important question for her. Dom and his wife, he had said, had been recruited into Pragma Art’s Chordés Project—in five years, they would be leaving Earth for good. With Alina’s mouth still hanging open, Dom asked her if she had considered applying. After all, building a sustainable colony meant a need for more teachers, and he could put in a good word for her.

      Ten months later Alina had been accepted into the program herself, and joined the Education Department in Pasadena, where she began her work devising a curriculum for the first generation of extraterrestrial humans.

      “You guys can get started,” Torben told their guests. “I think the waiters are waiting for the rest of our party.”

      “Oh, you just missed Ria,” Dom said to Alina, looking apologetic. “She had her sketchpad with her, so I thought she’d stay, but …”

      Alina plucked at the corner of her napkin. “She’s off to an early start then.” If not for that business on the stairs with Nevart, Alina might have seen her daughter.

      “She grabbed some fruit, then headed toward the cove with her friends.” He considered that for a moment. “I think it’s a cove, right?”

      “It’s a beach,” said Torben, rubbing his eyes, sunglasses dangling from his fingers. “What are we talking about?”

      “A beach can be a cove,” said Anton around a mouthful of eggs.

      Dom gave Alina’s arm a nudge. “Hey, she’s fine.”

      She nodded. Maybe so, but that wasn’t the point. Alina had chided herself for thinking the distance she had sensed between them was more than happenstance. But in truth she hadn’t shared a meaningful conversation with Ria since they had packed up their respective dorms at the Pasadena campus, and it was beginning to feel intentional.

      “I was just looking forward to a hike with her.”

      “Speaking of, I won’t be joining you today either,” Torben said, sunglasses back in place. “I’ve got other plans.” His face was a mask of practiced aloofness, having delivered his announcement for maximum impact.

      Dom shook his head.

      “Oh, not you too,” Alina said. “Come on, I’m feeling it too, but shake it off. This is our first full day, we can’t stay cooped up. Can you do your thing later?”

      Torben clinked his ring against his water glass. “You go,” he said. “Tell me all about it when you get back.”

      Alina looked at him. He could be awfully derisive when he wanted to be. Last night he had been far more accommodating.

      Dom had flagged down a member of the service crew, and was placing his order, along with something for Ryuki.

      “I admit I’m a little starstruck,” Sastry said, catching Alina’s eye mid-bite.

      Alina put her hand to her chest and raised an eyebrow.

      “Of course,” he continued. “I remember the Get to Know Pragma campaign started, and you and the others were introduced in those slice-of-life features. They even had Bill from my team. Bill Spach. He didn’t last long. He was like a zombie as soon as the cameras were on. But your interviews were always really interesting. You know, funny. And the last few interviews I saw, it was just you and Sem and that fast-talking Flight Director guy, Dunn-something.”

      “Jeremy Gunn,” Alina said.

      “But I was glad you were up there representing us. So yeah, it’s weird to see you in person. In the trenches we’re not all spending time with S.P. Sem.”

      “Oh!” Alina chuckled. Torben gave her a smirk.

      “But I have to ask you—I’m sure you’ve heard the rumor, but I’ve not seen you address it—were you not chosen for media position because you’re Sem’s daughter?”

      Alina inhaled. “Sem’s daughter?” That couldn’t be a rumor.

      “Oh, I’ll take that as a … ?”

      “As a resounding denial, Sastry. I talked about my parents on several interviews, in fact. Sem and I are no more related than … than I am with you.”

      The waiter had moved from Dom to Torben.

      “You do see the resemblance though,” Dom said, coming in late.

      Alina rolled her eyes. “Oh, you’re taking the piss.”

      “Seriously!”

      Sastry waved his fork in the air. “I didn’t mean to–”

      “You don’t you think I would have seen that?” Alina asked them. “There is no resemblance.”

      “Except for your complexion and facial features, I agree,” Dom said with a smirk. “Admit it—if she were a little younger you could be sisters.”

      Alina looked at him. Was he serious? Was that what people thought?

      Torben cleared his throat. Alina glanced at him and he nodded her to the side. The waiter was standing over her.
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        * * *

      

      “Un-fucking-believable,” said Ryuki, sitting down hard enough to rattle the silverware. She pushed her white streak out of her eyes.

      “Spinach omelette,” Dom said, pointing at the plate in front of her, unfazed by her entrance.

      Sastry, having finished his breakfast before the rest of them, had excused himself after thanking Alina for inviting him over. But Anton was giving Ryuki a dubious look. Alina gave him a reassuring wave. Don’t mind her.

      “Something the matter?” asked Torben, unable to help himself.

      “Incompetence is the matter,” Ryuki said. “I think the tropical weather has softened our hosts’ brains.”

      “Breakfast’s getting cold,” Dom said, refusing to engage.

      Ryuki looked at each of them, then locked eyes with Alina. She took a breath, then tugged her napkin into her lap. “Sorry, all. It’s not that big a deal.”

      “What happened?” Torben persisted, removing his sunglasses again.

      “Thanks, hon,” Ryuki said to her husband, grabbing her utensils, and cutting off a bite-sized portion of omelette. Pausing, she looked at Torben. “I asked the front desk to get a message back home, and they looked at me like I was nuts. I told them I was serious, and they said I should come back later.” She glanced around the table again, then shrugged. “That’s it.” She took a bite of her food.

      “A message to whom?” Dom asked.

      “Doesn’t matter,” said Torben. “You know the rules. We are to remain offline. Unless, of course, it was some sort of emergency.”

      Alina’s hand went reflexively to the grain-sized nodule at the back of her neck, no longer connected to the mesh. The soft circuitry of deactivated nerves there might as well have been a mole, owing to the mandated suppression of electronic distraction.

      The company-wide disconnection procedure had taken minutes, more methodical than ceremonial. Alina had felt like she’d lost a sense in the hours that followed, the silence as distracting as the augmentation’s chatter had ever been. But the phantom limb sensation had diminished within a day.

      Alina had taken S.P. Sem at her word, that her pre-launch mandates weren’t geared to isolate her employees, but to allow them to immerse themselves, one last time, in the splendors of their home planet. In the end, the severing of the grain mesh, that most intimate link to the outside world, had brought a kind of peace. But Alina would have liked to wish Ria a good morning.

      Ryuki laughed, and pointed her fork at Torben. “As long as you play by those rules, everything goes swimmingly. But it’s all a show, I’m telling you. As soon as you go off script, it’s all, oh, we can’t do that.”

      Alina frowned at Ryuki’s show of outrage. Hadn’t Maji-Giza just offered a generous solution for Jasper’s band practice on the spot? “I don’t know,” she said. “To me the staff seem rather accommodating, given that they have to manage five hundred of us for an entire month.”

      Ryuki grunted, but stayed focused on her meal.

      “Plus, it’s free,” said Anton, looking at them from across the table with an uncertain smile. “It’s hard to complain about that.”

      Ryuki shot him a glance, then looked at the rest of them. Who’s this guy?
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      The sign posted at the lip of the cliff read Do Not Cross This Point in three languages, in text small enough to introduce an additional hazard to the far-sighted. Peering beyond the laughably meager safety measure to the rocks below, Alina held the brim of her Pragma Art visor to prevent the updraft from carrying it away. Birds drifted sideways on thermals, wings raised to a fixed position at their sides. One of the tiny creatures dove past Alina’s head, its feathers whiffling against the wind.

      After sweeping across the sun-baked stone and foliage below, the air grew muggy, and provided no relief from the heat. Alina would have liked to see the fjords of Norway one last time before leaving Earth, but she could hardly fault the atoll view. Beyond the immediate drop, Tilulipu sliced through the blue pacific waters, the gentle rightward arc of its shorelines pink with sand. Following that strip around would lead one, eventually, all the way back to Chakkaradar Resort, their home for the month. Except residents weren’t allowed to go that far out—so Alina’s group had learned during yesterday’s orientation.

      “Careful there!” Dom shouted against the wind. Alina turned to see him squinting or grinning. He stopped several paces back from the edge. “Our plan is to set off back that way,” he said, cocking his thumb over his shoulder. “Less plummety than this direction, by the looks of it.”

      Back down the stony trail to the Chakkaradar grounds Ryuki was doing leg stretches near a line of swaying palms. Several others were clustered by her, too far away for Alina to identify.

      “Of course,” she said. “Always start on the green trail, then work your way up to the black.” She passed by Dom as he gawked at the view.
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        * * *

      

      Ryuki took the lead, introducing her friends over her shoulder. “I can’t remember if you guys know Núria and Bobby.”

      Alina gave Bobby a nod, and noticed he had a tiny crimson flower tucked behind his left ear.

      “Núria Mieras,” said the wiry woman by Alina’s side, her hand to her chest.

      Alina hadn’t met them before. “Pleasure to meet you both. Good to see people breaking social walls.” She smiled at Dom, who winked back.

      “Don’t make this political,” Ryuki said.

      “I didn’t mean it that way,” Alina said. Was she being political? She stared at the path. Not many people had come this way, and the rake marks were still fresh. They might find Ria somewhere ahead.

      “It’s weird,” Bobby said, chuckling. “It’s really only hitting me now that everything I see, it could be for the last time. I’m so in my head that it’s hard to just relax and enjoy the sights. ”

      “I feel it too,” Núria said.

      “It’s because we only have thirty days,” Dom said, scuffing along the path. “In a month we’ll shoot into the stars for eight thousand years. Our time here feels like something we’re doing more than something happening. You let your mind get out too far ahead of you and this’ll feel like nothing more than a living memory.

      “Peh!” Bobby spat, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

      “All right?” Alina said, putting a hand on his shoulder.

      “Bug!” He coughed, and groaned. “Flew down my throat, ugh.”

      “Is the bug’s last time,” Núria said, the corner of her mouth curled upward.

      Dom chuckled.

      “Guys,” said Ryuki. She had stopped in her tracks, and was peering into the low trees by the western edge of the sloping path. “Galah. Over there. A kind of cockatoo.”

      The pink bird stared back at them from its leafy canopy, a sprig of berries hanging from its pale beak.

      “It has a crest like yours,” said Dom.

      His wife was already on the move though.

      “I don’t suppose they’re indigenous,” Bobby said, coming up from the rear.

      The rest of them worked to keep up with tiny Ryuki, except for Dom who seemed comfortable trailing behind.

      “How do you know?” Núria asked.

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if our trillionaire boss had everything airlifted in,” said Ryuki over her shoulder. “Right down to the insects.”

      Núria frowned.

      Bobby had his hand out, gliding it across the tops of fern fronds bordering the path. “I only wondered because I don’t think parrots are migratory⁠—”

      “Galahs aren’t,” Ryuki chimed in.

      “—and I’m not sure The Loop could support them if it weren’t so … unusually lush. But, they seem to be doing fine, so.”

      “The Loop?” Alina asked.

      “Oh, Tilulipu,” Bobby said. “Some people were struggling with the pronunciation, so they’re calling it The Loop.”

      “Ohhh, because atoll,” Dom said, chuckling. “I like it. The Loop. Sounds like a thriller. Welcome to The Loop.”

      As the trail descended to the water line, the thicket gave way to patchy scrub dotted with tiny colorful flowers. Ryuki and Bobby walked on ahead, while the rest of them settled into a more leisurely pace.

      “See Ria?” Dom said, giving Alina a nudge. He was looking beyond the edge of the path to the beach beyond. At the shoreline, a group of young adults tested the water, the reflections of their colorful bathing suits undulating on its still surface. Alina would have missed them if Dom hadn’t pointed them out.

      Alina squinted against the glare. Ria was standing in the water to her thighs, facing the shore. Alina raised her hand over her head and waved her arm, slow as a palm frond in the breeze. Ria didn’t wave back.

      “You guys missed it,” Dom said. Alina gave him a glance just as he dropped a brilliant blue stone into his pocket. Was he collecting them? “Back there, I saw two giant beetles sparring. Or they might have been dancing, come to think of it. No reason to fight here.”

      Alina’s eyes flicked back to her daughter, not convinced Dom was right about that. She would have said as much, but she didn’t need to hear Dom’s earnest reassurances at the moment.

      Núria glanced up the path. “We should keep up, I think.”

      “Oh, they won’t get too far ahead,” Dom assured her. “Ryuki likes to be in front, but then she’ll pace herself.”

      Núria looked puzzled.

      The path ahead emerged from the foliage, cresting along the island’s central ridge. As the shoulders gave way on either side, winds buffeted the hikers, alternating between warm and hot, between ozone and brine.

      To the left, the shallow atoll waters were engulfed in the skyline-blotting haze. The dark ocean to the right had a familiar color. Alina’s father had a mug with the same color glaze. Lyons blue, she thought, her eyes defocusing as she remembered his hands enfolding the vessel. After he had died, her mother had given her the mug.

      “It’s so quiet,” Dom said, snapping Alina out of it.

      Up ahead, Ryuki and Bobby were several minutes ahead of them, but weren’t walking any faster, as Dom had predicted.

      “Um, I hear an interesting rumor yesterday, during the orientation,” Núria said.

      “Nothing too salacious, I hope,” Dom said without hesitation.

      Núria gave him a quizzical look.

      “Tell us,” said Alina. The distraction would be nice.

      Núria considered her words. “It was after they give out the room assignments, before lunch. Just some talk around me, I don’t know who. But Ryuki remind me when she talk about animals air … ?”

      “Airlifted,” Dom said. “Don’t mind her. I don’t know where she gets that.”

      “But no, is interesting,” Núria said. “Because these people say Chakkaradar, it was built only in the last year.”

      “Meaning what?” Dom asked. “Because I’m fine beta testing a resort. Call me a happy guinea pig.”

      “No,” Núria said. “They mean is not a resort at all.”

      “That it was purpose-built for us,” Alina said, the words less strange on her tongue than she might have guessed. “Just for this month.”

      “Yes, that.”

      Alina had noticed how well maintained the grounds were as soon as her group had debarked from the fast boat. From the dock to the reception area, not a single torch was burned out, nor border stone astray along the winding path. And the natural perfume of brine and jasmine couldn’t mask the smell of new—the off-gassing of adhesives, carpet, and plastics. Alina had chalked the neatness up to an experienced staff at a haut monde resort. But it wasn’t just neat, it was brand new.

      “Hold on,” said Dom. “So you’re saying that S.P. Sem pulls all this together especially for us? Just to give her employees one last taste of the planet?”

      Núria shrugged. “Is what I hear.”

      “Which, really, makes this just another of Sem’s numerous private residences,” Alina said.

      “Unreal,” said Dom. “I mean, think of the expense.”

      Alina laughed. “Can’t take it with you, can you?”

      “Or, I think of the control,” Núria said.

      Dom was still shaking his head.

      “What do you mean, Núria?” Alina asked.

      “Just,” Núria shrugged again, looking for the words. “Is all Sem. Tilulipu island is Sem, Chakkaradar resort is Sem, and the workers here, too. She have control of everything, you know? And now she bring us here too.”

      They walked in silence for a moment, Núria’s words lingering in the electric air.

      “It’s generous though,” said Dom finally. “I mean, you make a good point. But I can think of worse ways to spend my last month on the planet.”

      A fat droplet struck Alina’s right cheek, warm as spittle. Overhead, the sky had filled with clouds like pale boulders.

      “Guys? I think we’re about to get wet.”

      Sheets of rain spilled from the churning shelf in the distance, sweeping toward them from the west. Ahead, Ryuki and Bobby sprinted, aiming for refuge among a spindly stand of trees farther along the trail.

      “You two run ahead if you like,” Dom said. “I don’t mind getting wet. I’d be more worried about lightning anyway, being this exposed.”

      “Those trees aren’t going to keep anyone dry,” Alina said. “I say we embrace our fates.”

      Núria didn’t look keen on the prospect of being soaked. But moments later, they were enveloped in a torrent, obliterating their ocean view. Alina pressed on against the gale, toes curled as the surface runoff lapped over the edge of her sandals.
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        * * *

      

      Ryuki was first one to the perimeter fence.

      By the time the three of them had regrouped with Ryuki and Bobby, the rain had abated. What remained of the clouds dispersed over the ocean to the east, leaving no trace of the flash storm but soaked clothes. Muggy air rose from the trail, preventing anything from drying out completely—most notably Bobby’s heavy shoes, which sloshed with each step.

      Before them now, Alina studied the flimsy wire fence stretched across their path. It was more a reminder than a barrier. Beyond it, the trail continued for several meters before succumbing to a snarl of unkempt vegetation.

      “Uneven footing, et cetera” Ryuki said, reading from the posted sign. “Well guys, looks like this is it.”

      “We made it!” said Dom, clapping. “Strong work, team.”

      Bobby slumped to the ground and picked at shoe laces swollen tight with moisture.

      “How far do you think we got?” Alina asked. She scanned back along the arc of the atoll behind them, her hand at the brim of her visor, but found no trace of Chakkaradar within the shimmering fringe of trees across the water

      “Mmm, we walk for more than an hour,” said Núria.

      “If home is three o’clock,” Dom said, “going counterclockwise, I’d say we’re at about one.”

      “Whatever,” said Ryuki. “It just feels good not to be cooped up.”

      Bobby upended his left shoe, but only a few drops fell out. He tried twisting the moisture from it, but the rigid sole foiled his attempt. “We should have packed lunch,” he said, shaking the cramps from his fingers. “Except for the flash storm, this is a pretty nice perch.”

      “It’ll be well after lunch by the time we get back,” said Ryuki. “Unless anyone feels like a jog?”

      Dom and Bobby answered no at the same time. Ryuki tutted and shook her head.

      “Leave those out on your deck when we get back,” Dom said, still watching Bobby. “By the end of our stay they may be dry.”
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        * * *

      

      On the walk back, fatigue and the heat had put a damper on conversation. Snatches of last night’s party played through Alina’s head; the music, the crowd, and Ria. Alina had attempted to have a conversation with her daughter, but they were soon surrounded by Pragma colleagues, no doubt drawn to a familiar face. Alina had tried to make the best of it, to engage her daughter with a broader conversation. But Alina had ended up holding court, and shouting over the music. She hadn’t even noticed Ria leave.

      She owed Ria an apology, but the blame wasn’t hers alone. Alina may have used poor judgment last night, but Ria had changed since she’d completed her candidacy program. Ria was there one day, and gone the next. At least that’s what it felt like.

      By the time the hikers made it back to the sandy cove, Ria and her friends had gone.

      “You okay?” Dom asked under his breath, coming up from behind.

      Alina blinked. “Fine, yes,” she said, voice tight.

      Dom nodded, backing off without another word.

      While the others talked about getting a late lunch, it was all Alina could do to keep the brooding at bay. She took a breath and straightened her shoulders, glad at least to have gotten her hike in early. The trail was more crowded than it had been that morning, now with the post-lunch crowd, and the air had grown thick since the morning, even in the shade. A cold shower before lunch might be just the reset she needed. Maybe then she could rejoin her friends in better spirits.

      As they trudged up the path pink with coral and crushed shells, Jasper Jarms sauntered down an adjacent path, his signature dreadlocks tied back with a vivid orange bow. Even without his guitar, he had managed to accumulate a small entourage of groupies.

      “Oh, hey, Jasper!” Alina called over to him.

      His smile brightened when he saw Alina.

      “Sorry, guys,” Alina said to her friends. “Maybe I’ll see you at lunch.” She jogged over to Jasper before she’d figured out what she was going to say. It wouldn’t do to have any of this reflecting poorly on Nevart.

      “I know you, Alina Andra,” said Jasper. “What’s up?”

      He didn’t bother to make introductions, but Alina gave the others a polite nod. And no wonder people were drawn to him—everything about him radiated calm. Even Alina’s concerns over choosing the right words faded.

      “I wanted to tell you I have good news.”

      “Cool!” he said, sounding like he might be satisfied if she left it at that.

      “Right, well I know how much—I’m sorry, I must look like a disaster!” Alina wiped her brow. “We’ve just returned from a hike. It was beautiful, but I’m afraid it did me in.”

      Jasper’s groupies wandered away, perhaps sensing a longer conversation at hand. For his part, Jasper seemed unfazed by Alina’s disheveled state.

      “All good,” he said.

      “You’re being generous. Anyway, word has it you like to play music.”

      “Oh, for sure,” he said, his eyes lighting up. “Not just me; there’s a whole group of us now. Kiri over there, she’s a beast on percussion. She had to improvise, since we don’t have real drums here on The Loop. But it totally worked—she tapped into some real aboriginal stuff.” He mimed air drums as if to illustrate, then threw a thumb over his shoulder.

      His effortless enthusiasm made Alina giddy. It was infectious. A child’s heart, that’s what it brought to mind.

      “Well, good news,” Alina said. “I’ve spoken to Maji-Giza, Chakkaradar’s manager, and we’ve arranged it—really, he’s arranged it—so you and the others will have access to one of the lounges, downstairs after hours. I think it’s the Salon Aeron room? Something like that. Anyway, I haven’t had a chance to give it a look myself, but it’s yours if you fancy.”

      “Wait, for real?” Jasper said, looking astonished, his grin replaced by something more sober. “Wow! You know what?” He stuck out his hand. “Thank you. Truly.”

      Alina accepted his hand, after a start.

      “Truly, above and beyond,” he said. “I mean, you really came across over the airwaves, but you never really know, you know? But now I know all I need to know.” The grin was back. “Hey, guys, did you hear that?”

      The news roused the entourage, earning Alina several thumbs ups and claps on the back. While they congratulated each other, the thought of that cold shower grew more desirable by the second.

      Alina bade them goodbye, but as she headed back up to the lobby, Jasper called after her, loud enough for everyone in the yard to hear. “Hey, you should come by one evening. And bring Nevart along, if you think she’d enjoy it.” This time the signature grin was followed by a wink.

      Alina’s thumb shot up before she had time to think about it. Her cheeks burned, and she did a quick scan of the grounds. No sign of Nevart, fortunately. Turning, she headed back up to her room, Jasper’s wink playing back in her mind. Behind that easygoing nature of his was a twist of something else, something unexpected. But, like the subtle acrid note in perfume, that might be a key to his allure.
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      Dinner service began at five o’clock, an hour after the final lunch tables had been cleared. Alina showed up at the rooftop lounge at exactly seven, satisfied she’d resisted the temptation to surf from meal to meal with little more than a stroll—or a nap—in between.

      After a post-hike shower, Alina had enjoyed some respite in her room. She had sat out on her balcony to air-dry her hair, rereading the first chapter of The Angry Girl’s Treasure, a book she’d bought on impulse from a street vendor as her group had waited for the fast-boat to Tilulipu.

      An hour after her shower, Alina’s hair had barely dried, and the deck chair had started to press into her spine. Distracted, she had closed the book, and, on a whim, had set it on the balcony railing. It might still be there when she got back, but the wind might carry it off, too.

      Panes of curved glass lined the circumference of the rooftop lounge. The space wasn’t open-air like the dining patio, but the panoramic view made it feel suspended in the dusk sky. Shadows drew long across the tables, and, staring into the sun’s glare, Alina didn’t bother stifling her yawn. She sat alone, her table at the western edge of the patio bordered by tables of strangers to either side.

      Alina glanced down at the crisp new menu before her, eyes sliding across the myriad selections. On the other side were the drinks and desserts. A few years ago, she might be comparing entrées with Ria. The thought was indulgent, and Alina let the menu fall to the table as she looked around her. The crowd at the neighboring table to her left broke out into laughter, and she smiled. Such the performer, keeping up appearances. But for what? The shower hadn’t gotten rid of the dull ache, and the solo diner act now was only making it worse.

      The only thing to do was to nip this thing in the bud. After dinner she would find Ria, and they would talk. And, just like that, this pity phase would be over.

      “There you are!”

      Alina jumped.

      Torben must have spotted her from the other side of the room. Now he squatted by her chair. “Eat later,” he whispered over the noise level of the diners. “I’ve got something to show you.”

      “Torben,” she said, mystified. “I was about to place my order.”

      “Alone?”

      Was it so hard to believe?

      Torben touched her forearm. His hand was warm, or maybe her skin was cold. “Come on, this is important.”

      “Dinner is important. Dinner alone especially so. We only have, what, twenty-nine more dinners?”

      He exhaled through his nose, looking back over his shoulder.

      “Come on,” she said, “let’s share this one, why don’t we?” She meant it. They had dined together on a few occasions back in Pasadena, and had even had an awkward flirtation with the promise of more. Nothing had come of it. Torben’s head had always been elsewhere. Like it was now.

      The man looked like he was turning something over in his head. After a moment he stood. “I’m being serious, Alina. There’s something I want you to see,” he said.

      Alina squinted up at him. She should refuse him on principle, and might have if she’d actually wanted to eat dinner alone. She tried one last time. “Does it have to be me? And does it have to be right this second? I mean, look at this view.”

      Torben nodded. “It’s bad timing, but it does have to be you, and I’m asking you now. When you see you’ll understand why.” He put out a hand. “Please?”

      Next to her, the crowd erupted into laughter again. Glancing at her menu once more, she wouldn’t have been able to recite a single dish if she’d been asked.

      “All right, keep your head on,” she said, scooting her chair back.
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        * * *

      

      They passed by a small group waiting by the lounge elevators, which Torben ignored entirely. Instead, he led her to a stairwell, to which the crowd seemed oblivious. He held the door open for her, then sprinted ahead down the stairs, his knees pumping like alternating pistons. What had Torben roped her into? Alina took her time, rounding the final flight to find him holding the door for her at the fifth floor.

      At yesterday’s check-in, an hour prior to the orientation briefing, each Chakkaradar guest had found their room assignment in their printed welcome packet. As far as Alina could tell, the assignments were random—even Ria’s room was one floor below her own, on the ground floor.

      “What’s going on?” Alina asked, pausing at the doorway.

      “I’m not sure,” said Torben. He cocked his head, urging her through, then led the way down the hall. Exempt from the room assignment scheme, S.P. Sem and her hand-picked executive group of 30 had been granted run of the entire fifth floor. Or had granted it to themselves, most likely. Alina followed her friend, trying to ignore the prickling sensation across the back of her neck. If they ran into Sem or one of her team now, what could they say?

      She winced, thinking about her first run-in with Pragma Art’s CEO. Alina had turned a corner in the library and plowed straight into a detachment of executives out for a tour, nearly falling over Sem. Even as she apologized, Alina had been struck by the woman’s compactness, her eyes fixing on Sem’s striated jaw muscles. Her apology had been met with a crisp smile from the smaller woman, but nothing more. A day later, Alina had received notice that she’d been assigned to the Media Relations team. Was it a promotion? A vote of confidence made in the blink of an eye? Alina had had several opportunities to ask the CEO for the reason behind her impulse that day, but had held her tongue each time, as if something delicate might come unraveled if she dared to poke at it.

      “Have a look,” Torben said, standing at the door of the room nearest the stairwell.

      523.

      Alina pointed at the slate on the door. “I don’t understand, you want me to knock?”

      “It’s not locked,” he said, as if that explained everything.

      How would he know it wasn’t locked? And why should that matter anyway?

      “I can’t just barge in, Torben.”

      “I’m telling you it’s okay, no one’s in.” He opened the door before Alina could stop him. “See?”

      Alina looked down the hallway, first one way, then the other. Empty, save for a housekeeping trolley parked at the far end.

      She glanced back at her friend. If this was some kind of prank, she wasn’t entertained. He waited for her, his arm still braced against the door.

      Shaking her head, Alina poked her head into the room. It was similar to her own room, except stretched to twice its length. Whoever the resident was, they had left personal belongings strewn haphazardly. What was she supposed to see?

      “I haven’t a clue what I’m looking at,” she whispered, drawing back. “If anyone sees us, what are we supposed to tell them?”

      Torben sighed. “No one is going to see us because there’s no one here. They’re gone.”

      He wasn’t making sense. She already regretted giving Torben the benefit of the doubt. “I don’t know whose room this is, but I suspect they’ve gone to dinner.”

      “No no. Look, here too.” He dashed past her and threw open the door to 522. “Unlocked, and no one home.”

      Alina didn’t bother looking in. “So they’ve all gone to dinner, is that so much of a stretch? It’s not such a bad idea.” Alina turned and headed back to the stairwell.

      “Hey!”

      Torben shouted so loud she could almost feel it across her back.

      Alina stopped, without meaning to. Whatever this was, he needed her. Or he thought he did.

      Exasperated, she turned. “Look, Torben, I seriously don’t know what you’re on about, and I don’t appreciate being barked at.”

      He let go of 522’s door and put a hand up in apology. “I’ve been trying to tell you, and I don’t know how to say it more clearly. They’re all gone. Sem’s entire executive crew have been missing since at least this morning, as far as I can tell.”

      “Missing.” Alina blinked. “Hold on, now they’re ‘missing’?”

      “Appointments, meetings …” Torben shook his head. “Trysts. None of us are living in a bubble, Alina. When an entire group vanishes, people will notice, eventually. And no one’s seen any one of Sem’s crew since sometime last night. I had a meeting scheduled with Marc Hammond this morning, which was why I couldn’t join your hike.”

      Alina shook her head. “I don’t know him.”

      “He’s … a flight officer. Anyway, we were supposed to meet, and he didn’t show up. No one’s going to catch us snooping because this floor is entirely empty. There’s no one here.”

      Alina bit the inside of her cheek, and glanced down the hall again. The doors were spaced much farther apart than the doors on the second floor. Had 30 residents abandoned their luxury rooms, leaving behind all their belongings? The notion was absurd. Torben’s insistence had her rattled, but it seemed premature to sound the alarms.

      “Well they have to be somewhere,” Alina said.

      Torben’s laugh grated. “If they were somewhere, someone would know where, don’t you think?”

      Alina shrugged. She walked down the corridor to the next door, 520, and gave it a knock. No response. She knocked again, leaning in to listen. Behind her, Torben sighed. Against her better judgment, she tried the handle. The door was unlocked. She opened the door just wide enough to peek inside the room. Empty.

      “If they had some executive meeting planned, they didn’t tell anyone about it,” Torben said as Alina let the door to 520 shut.

      “What about a team-building … somethingorother?”

      “Yes, fine,” Torben said, “so where are they conducting this somethingorother?”

      Voices echoed down the hall as a group of three peered into one of the executive rooms.

      “Word’s getting out,” Alina said.

      “Well it can’t inspire confidence or loyalty when the leaders of the team disappear. People will jump to all kinds of conclusions when there are no answers.”

      “Now, hold on. There are answers, we’re just not going to find them prowling around looking into peoples’ rooms.”

      Torben shrugged.

      Alina turned and headed toward the housekeeping trolley.

      If the rooms on the fifth floor were larger than her own, room 501 was larger still. Every light in the corner room was on, drowning out the sunset sky beyond its windows. It looked like someone had hit the Reset button. Personal effects were laid out neatly, as if in a showroom. A diminutive woman was pulling the draped mosquito netting around the side of the bed.

      Alina gave the door a rap before entering. “Pardon me,” she said.

      The squat woman looked surprised to see her, letting go of the netting and lacing her fingers in front of her.

      Torben entered behind Alina, leaning against the open door to hold it open.

      “Pardon me, hello,” Alina said. “Would you happen to know where the guest of this room is?”

      “Oh,” said the woman. “This is special service.” She smiled, but looked terrified.

      “Right.” Maybe she didn’t speak English. Alina looked around the room, at a loss for how to proceed.

      Torben cleared his throat. When she looked back, he glanced at the short wooden table in the entryway. Among the personal belongings arrayed there was a burgundy folder labeled Chakkaradar Introduction. She recognized it from yesterday’s orientation.

      “This is S.P. Sem’s room, isn’t it?” Alina asked the woman on a hunch.

      “I don’t know,” the woman said, not moving. “I’m sorry.”

      “Would you happen to know where she went?” Alina asked, stepping forward. The woman took a step back, as if Alina were going for her throat. Alina put up a hand, making the woman jump. “Do you have any idea where they went?”

      The woman grimaced. “I don’t know, I’m sorry,” she said again.

      “I don’t think she knows,” said Torben.

      “No,” Alina said, letting her hand fall to her side. “That’s—thank you, I’m sorry.” She smiled and gave an awkward little bow before retreating, and shot Torben a look as she passed by.

      Torben followed Alina as she strode down the corridor.

      “So who else knows?” Alina asked. If Sem had planned for a meeting of founders and funders, it read as myopic not to tell anyone. But whatever the truth, this wasn’t the way for people to find out.

      Alina recognized Kao Quan ahead, peeking into one of the rooms at the encouragement of a colleague.

      “Well, more now, by the look of it,” Torben said. “But I think it must still be a relatively small group. As I said, the first people to notice would be those who had prior plans to rendezvous, then attempted to follow up using the in-room messaging service. This might not feel like such a big deal if we had cell service, let alone an active grain mesh.”

      Kao saw Alina and said something to her friend that Alina didn’t catch. The tall woman approached them with her friend in tow. “Alina, hi. This is my friend Roddy. We’re both in the same …” She waved her hands. “Et cetera.”

      “Right,” Alina said. “This is Torben.”

      Polite nods.

      “So, where are the suits?”

      Torben’s apprehensiveness became more difficult to dismiss by the minute. The suits might be anywhere, that was the truth of the matter. Chakkaradar’s guests were the captive audience to some unfolding drama, and speculation was as likely as a brushfire during a drought.

      And here was Kao assuming Alina would have answers.

      Alina gave Kao a smile. “Right, we were just getting to the bottom of that, in fact. We’re headed down to speak with Maji-Giza–”

      “The resort manager?” Roddy asked.

      “–to ask—yes, the resort manager—to ask him where our colleagues have gotten off to. And then …” What? “Well, we’ll have the staff put a note about it in the morning flier, to put any questions to rest.”

      “Okay, great,” said Kao. Then, to Roddy, “See?”

      From the corner of her eye, Alina caught Torben looking at her. No, watching. What was he thinking?

      It didn’t matter.

      She headed to the elevators without waiting for him.
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      Alina waited next to Torben on a bench carved from stone, looking out over the moonlit courtyard, but not really seeing it. Torben faced the opposite direction, staring into the lobby fountain. Maybe they had been forgotten. Maybe they were being ignored.

      The light-eyed man at the front desk had offered to help, but had changed his mind as soon as Alina had mentioned S.P. Sem. Without breaking his smile, he had assured them he would have Maji-Giza tracked down as soon as possible. In the meantime, wouldn’t they mind waiting over there by the overlook?

      Now the man was speaking to someone on the phone, but his words were lost in the white noise of the fountain.

      “You saw that, right?” Torben asked, leaning close. “As soon as you mentioned Sem.”

      “Mm.”

      The moon itself was hidden behind the arch of the overlook, but its reflection unraveled across the water. It was hard to imagine anything escalating in such a placid setting.

      “To be honest, I’m looking forward to putting this little detour behind us. I’ve got enough on my mind without worrying about our boss’ whereabouts.”

      Torben rubbed his arms. “How is Ria?” he asked.

      Alina chuckled, shaking her head. “I wouldn’t know, would I? Honestly, you’re better off asking her yourself.” But she had said too much. “No, that’s not fair. She’s fine, all things considered. She’s, just …”

      “Young,” Torben finished for her.

      Alina thought it over. “Well, yes and no.”

      “This way, please.”

      Alina turned. A woman in the traditional Chakkaradar garb stood before them, only her uniform featured black epaulettes at the shoulders. From her belt hung a thick two-way radio—the first mobile communication device Alina had seen seen on Tilulipu. So Chakkaradar had a security staff.

      The woman gestured for the two of them to follow her.
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      The Jeṃjerā Event Room made up much of the floor beneath the reception area. Large enough to accommodate all 500 of the Sanura mission’s crew, S.P. Sem had delivered her introductory speech in the open hall to kick off yesterday’s proceedings. Today the overhead lights were at full brightness, drowning out the mood lighting panels set into the walls. The chairs had been stacked like towering pylons and pushed toward the edges of the room, leaving the floor a yawning taupe pasture.

      Alina half expected the security woman—if that’s what she was—to lead them straight to S.P. Sem herself. Perhaps the CEO had simply been in meetings all day. Alina would have welcomed a quick resolution, not least because it would reassure those expecting her to find answers. If people benefitted in the end, what harm was a little pride? On the other hand, it was hardly her responsibility to quell the ranks every time there was a staff-related predicament.

      The security woman hurried ahead of them, her radio thumping against her hip as they crossed the floor together. At the front of the hall, by the foot of the wooden dais, Maji-Giza stood conferring with two employees. He flashed Alina and Torben a smile as they approached.

      “So when these questions arise, I trust you’ll be able to sort them out,” he was saying, “so I am not called away to personally see to every little thing. Okay?” The two men in their matching tan uniforms didn’t meet their manager’s gaze, but agreed in unison. Maji-Giza’s unbroken smile was lost on them. “Excellent,” he concluded, and waved them away with a flutter of his hand leaving his employees to go about their work. They retreated without acknowledging Alina or Torben.

      He gave the security woman a nod. “Ah, thank you, Runica.”

      “Yes sir,” she said, and retraced her steps.

      “Ms. Andra!” said Maji-Giza, clapping his hands together. “And, I believe, Mr. Stenger?”

      “I’m impressed,” said Torben.

      Maji-Giza shook his head. “It goes with the territory. Now, how can I help you both?”

      Alina found herself unprepared, and the question hung in the air. Torben should have jumped in, but he seemed content to rub his chin. Maji-Giza raised an eyebrow expectantly.

      “Right,” Alina said. “Well it would seem that a number of key Pragma employees have gone …” What? The word missing was so loaded, and it wouldn’t help to overstate things. “That is to say, we don’t know where they’ve gone, and so the question … The question our colleagues …”

      “Several of our guests cannot be accounted for, and your colleagues would like an explanation,” Maji-Giza said, smile intact.

      Alina nodded. “Essentially. Yes, that’s it.”

      Maji-Giza leaned in as if he were confiding a secret. “Yes, well I’ve only just heard about this state of affairs, which is why I assembled my security staff to have a look around. I certainly don’t think there’s any reason for concern, but it can’t hurt to tick that box. What I am sure about is that we have never had so much as an injury during my watch here at Chakkaradar, except for three unfortunate cases of sunburn.”

      “So, just to be clear,” Alina continued, “you’re saying you don’t know where your guests on the fifth floor have gone? Are the whereabouts of any guests from other floors in question? You have to expect these questions will be raised. I ask because this is an entire day gone now, with no news to show for it. If it were my daughter …”

      “Yes, I understand,” said Maji-Giza. “Which is why we strive to make sure there is not insufficient investigation. At the moment? No, I cannot pinpoint the whereabouts of each individual under my care—at this moment I can be certain of only two!” He clapped Alina and Torben on the shoulders. Then the smile vanished. “However, I assure you, I will endeavor to help in any way I can.”

      Alina bit her lip.

      “But they left no messages?” Torben asked.

      A look of uncertainty may have registered on Maji-Giza’s face, but it was too brief to be certain.

      “Mr. Stenger,” Maji-Giza said, “if they had left us messages, I suspect we wouldn’t be having this conversation right now.”

      Torben’s lips formed a tight line. “Okay, so they’re gone, and with no messages. But then maybe there is a way for us to reach them? They may not realize the fuss they’ve caused.”

      Maji-Giza didn’t blink. “You assume there is a they, and that we’re not simply looking at a few cases of missed appointments. Tilulipu offers many distractions, as you’ve already seen. My instincts tell me there’s no reason for concern. And anyway, you know communication devices are frowned upon. Enjoy the–”

      “Enjoy the day,” Torben finished. “Yes, I am familiar with the dictum. And I was doing exactly that when I learned the entire fifth floor of your resort had gone vacant.”

      The edge in Torben’s voice made Alina nervous. She looked at him. He had expected the resort manager to roll over, but now the conversation had veered toward accusation. The real problem was that Torben had drawn his conclusions before entering the room. So why was she here? To lend him credibility? Or was that just her pride again?

      The overhead lights felt too bright.

      The resort manager cleared his throat. “The fact is, Mr. Stenger, there is no evidence to support the assertion.”

      “So what about communication?” Torben asked, the tone in his voice shifting. “In general, I mean?”

      Maji-Giza gave him a quizzical look, then glanced at Alina. He was assessing her. If she looked away, he would sense she and Torben weren’t on the same page. She held the resort manager’s glance because she didn’t yet have a better plan.

      “Say I wanted to see if my friend Marc Hammond had fucked off to the mainland with the rest of the executives,” said Torben, “and I wanted to put in a call to Ops, or someone we both know back home, to make sure everyone can be accounted for.”

      The skin by Maji-Giza’s scar was pulled taut, though Alina couldn’t tell whether it was because of his perma-smile. “Now, if I understand your question,” he said, “the implication is that we’re not already taking every measure to–”

      “Forget implications,” Torben interrupted.

      “Torben,” said Alina.

      “No,” Torben snapped, before taking a visible pause. Then, more measuredly, “My question is very specific: can I place a call to the mainland, right now?”

      Maji-Giza put his hands out, then exhaled. “I’m afraid you cannot.”

      Alina blinked. It was the first definitive no they had heard. In spite of Torben’s problematic demeanor, was he onto something?

      Torben was quiet, looking vindicated.

      “Excuse me, but this is a matter of some embarrassment,” Maji-Giza continued. “We have been experiencing difficulties with the satellite communication equipment since last night’s storm. This is unrelated to the other matter, of course.”

      No one had mentioned satellite communications before, though it was an obvious thing to have on a remote South Pacific atoll. But its being out of commission would do nothing to dispel Torben’s conspiracy theories.

      “Storm?” Alina thought of her patio doors, left open all night. “I don’t remember a storm.”

      “The worst of it, fortunately, was well off the coast,” Maji-Giza said, waving a hand. “But there was some flooding in our equipment room, and the damage there …” He shook his head. “Even with the in-built redundancies, when certain key components are compromised it can render the entire system inoperable, at least for the moment. It is nothing that won’t dry out with some time and ventilation, but calls to the outside, sadly, are not possible at this time. I am sorry.”

      “That’s interesting,” said Torben. “Do you have a contingency plan for medical emergencies? What if someone, or multiple someones, were to die while communications were down?”

      “Mr. Stenger, I can only continue to assure you–”

      Alina put a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “Torben, maybe let’s take a step–”

      “Fine,” he said. “How about this—how about inside?” he asked, his face unreadable.

      Maji-Giza squinted. “Inside?”

      “Communications inside,” Torben said. “What if we simply wanted to make an announcement, here in the resort.”

      Maji-Giza stared at him for a moment. “The public address system, you mean?”

      “Sure.”

      “Of course, our PA
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