
THE LAST PERFORMANCE

An entire city is watching. All he wants is to go home.
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Gats had never imagined that the world might extend beyond the mountains surrounding his village. He knew there were other settlements, distant kingdoms, and cities where merchants traded goods he had never seen, but none of those places had ever seemed particularly important to him. Everything he loved existed within a few miles of the house where he had been born, and at twenty-six, he had no reason to believe that his life would ever be anything other than what it had always been. His family owned a modest stretch of farmland on the eastern side of the village, where the soil was dark and fertile and the wheat grew tall enough to brush against his waist by late summer. His father had worked that land before him, just as his grandfather had before his father, and Gats had learned to guide a plow long before he was strong enough to lift one. He understood the changing seasons, the stubbornness of dry earth, and the quiet satisfaction of returning home with aching muscles after a day's honest work. He was not a wealthy man, nor did he aspire to become one. His parents were growing older, his younger sister was preparing for marriage, and he himself was engaged to a woman he had loved since childhood. There was a small piece of land beside his father's property where he intended to build their house after the wedding. He had already begun collecting stones for the foundation. It was, by every measure he understood, a good life. On the morning of his disappearance, nothing happened that might have warned him. He rose before sunrise, washed with water from the basin outside his room, and joined his father for a simple breakfast of bread, cheese, and the last of the dried figs. His mother was already preparing dough near the hearth, while his sister complained that one of the chickens had escaped its enclosure again. His father laughed at her frustration, and Gats promised to repair the fence when he returned from the fields. It was a promise he would never keep. The day passed beneath a clear sky. Gats worked alongside two neighboring farmers, gathering the remaining wheat and binding it into bundles for transport. By afternoon, the heat had settled heavily over the fields, and sweat soaked the back of his tunic. He stopped occasionally to drink from his waterskin, stretching his sore shoulders before returning to work. As the sun began its descent, he loaded the last bundles onto the cart, secured them with rope, and started toward home. The village appeared gradually beyond the olive trees, its low stone houses clustered along narrow dirt paths. Smoke rose from cooking fires, and the familiar sounds of evening carried through the cooling air. Children called to one another near the well, an old man led his donkey toward a stable, and somewhere behind the houses, a woman was singing as she worked. Gats greeted several neighbors as he passed. One asked whether the harvest had been good, and another reminded him about a gathering planned for the following week. He answered without stopping for long, eager to wash the dust from his skin and sit down to supper. His mother met him at the doorway. "You are late." "The cart wheel was troublesome again." "Your father said you would blame the cart." "Then he knows me well." She smiled and moved aside to let him enter. The house was warm with the smell of roasted vegetables and meat simmering in a clay pot. His father sat near the hearth, rubbing his knee, while his sister arranged wooden bowls on the table. Gats washed outside, changed into a clean tunic, and returned just as someone knocked at the door. His sister hurried to answer it. Mara stood outside holding a round loaf of freshly baked bread wrapped in a cloth. Her dark hair was braided over one shoulder, and her cheeks were flushed from the warmth of her family's oven. "I brought this before your mother accuses us of keeping all the good flour," she announced. His mother welcomed her with a laugh. Gats rose from his chair and took the bread from her hands, deliberately brushing his fingers against hers. "You came to see me," he said quietly. "I came to bring bread." "Of course." "And perhaps to see whether you remembered our plans for tomorrow." He looked at her with exaggerated concern. "Were there plans?" Mara struck his arm lightly, and he laughed before leaning close enough to whisper that he had been thinking about their walk by the river all day. She tried to maintain her annoyance, but her smile betrayed her. They ate together as they had done many times before, passing bread around the table while his father spoke about the harvest and his mother discussed preparations for the wedding. Mara wanted flowers around the doorway of their future house, and Gats assured her that she could plant as many as she pleased, provided she left enough room for him to walk through it. His sister suggested that Mara should reconsider marrying a man who could barely repair a chicken fence. "Perhaps I should," Mara replied. Gats placed a hand over his heart. "Such cruelty in my own home." Their laughter filled the room, and for a while the evening seemed unwilling to end. Later, when the dishes had been cleared and the fire had burned low, Mara rose to leave. Gats offered to accompany her home, ignoring her familiar insistence that she knew the path perfectly well. Outside, the village had grown quiet. The moon hung above the rooftops, and the air smelled of damp soil and woodsmoke. They walked slowly, their hands joined between them, speaking about the house they hoped to build and the small garden Mara wanted beside the kitchen. At her family's gate, she turned toward him. "You will come tomorrow?" "After the morning work." "Before sunset?" "Long before." She studied his face for a moment, then reached up to straighten the collar of his tunic. "You always say that, and then the fields keep you until evening." "Tomorrow they can manage without me." Gats slipped an arm around her waist and kissed her, gently at first, then a little longer when she rested her hand against his cheek. He had kissed her countless times before, yet he still found himself reluctant to let her go. When they finally separated, Mara smiled. "Go home. Your mother will wonder where you are." "She knows exactly where I am." "That is what worries her." He laughed, kissed her forehead, and waited until she had gone through the gate before turning back toward his family's house. He had walked that path thousands of times. He knew every stone, every bend, and every tree whose branches stretched over the road. Even in darkness, he could have found his way without difficulty. The village was asleep now, with only a few dim lights showing through shuttered windows, and the silence felt familiar rather than threatening. He was passing the old well when something changed. At first, he thought he had stumbled. His right foot touched the ground, but the earth seemed to shift beneath him, leaving him with the strange sensation that he had stepped onto something moving. He stopped and looked down. The path was exactly as it had always been, pale dirt scattered with small stones. He took another step. A sudden pressure gathered around his chest. Gats drew a sharp breath and reached instinctively for the wall beside him. His fingers touched rough stone, but the sensation did not disappear. Instead, it grew stronger, as though an invisible force had taken hold of him from somewhere deep inside his body. He tried to move forward. His feet would not obey. The air seemed to thicken around him, pressing against his arms and legs. His heartbeat accelerated, and he opened his mouth to call for help, but before he could make a sound, the village began to distort. The wall beneath his hand appeared to stretch away from him. The rooftops blurred, the narrow path lengthened impossibly, and the moon seemed to recede into a darkness that had no sky. He could still feel the stones beneath his fingers, yet they were slipping away. Gats struggled against the pressure, trying desperately to plant his feet, but something was pulling him backward without moving his body at all. His stomach twisted with a sensation unlike falling, and for one terrifying instant he felt as though every part of him were being dragged in a different direction. He thought of Mara. He thought of his mother waiting at home. Then the world vanished. The first thing he noticed was the cold. It pressed against his back and shoulders, spreading through the thin fabric covering his body. He tried to turn away from it, expecting to find the familiar warmth of his bed, but something held him in place. His eyes opened. A white light shone directly above him. Gats blinked repeatedly, unable to understand what he was seeing. There were no wooden beams overhead, no smoke-darkened ceiling, and no shadows cast by a hearth. Instead, a perfectly smooth surface stretched above him, interrupted by long panels that emitted an unnaturally bright light. For several moments, he could do nothing but stare. Then he heard voices. "Transfer completed. He arrived safely." The words were familiar, spoken in his own language, although the pronunciation sounded strangely altered. The speaker used a clipped, simplified manner of speech, as though words that should have been longer had been shortened over many generations. "His respiration is elevated." "Look at the cardiac readings." "That is dangerously high." "He is conscious." Gats turned his head toward the voices and felt terror rise through him. Several figures stood around the narrow bed on which he lay. They wore identical white garments covering their bodies from neck to ankle, with fitted coverings over their heads and pale masks concealing the lower halves of their faces. Transparent shields protected their eyes, reflecting the harsh light above. For an instant, he wondered whether they were priests performing some forbidden ceremony, but there were no religious markings on their clothing, no candles, and no altar. The room itself was unlike any chamber he had ever entered. Its walls were smooth and pale. Strange objects stood beside the bed, their surfaces glowing with moving lines and symbols he could not read. A steady, repetitive sound came from somewhere near his head. He tried to sit up. Something pulled tightly against his wrists. Gats looked down and discovered that broad restraints secured both arms to the sides of the bed. Similar bindings held his ankles in place, and another strap crossed his waist. His tunic was gone, replaced by a thin garment that barely covered his body. His breathing quickened. He jerked his right arm upward, but the restraint did not loosen. He pulled harder, twisting his wrist until pain shot through it, then attempted to bend his knees. His legs moved only a fraction before the bindings stopped them. A muffled cry escaped him. Only then did he realize that something covered his mouth and nose. It was a strange transparent object held against his face by straps around his head. A narrow tube extended from it toward a device beside the bed, and each breath brought a faint rush of cool air against his skin. He tried to shout. The sound emerged distorted and weak. "His heart rate is increasing." "Expected response." "He's fighting the restraints." "Leave them in place." Gats stared at the nearest figure, unable to believe what he was hearing. They spoke of him as though he were an animal brought in from the fields, discussing his movements without the slightest concern for the terror plainly visible in his face. He shook his head violently and tried again to speak. "Please—" The covering swallowed most of the word. One of the figures leaned closer, examining something above his shoulder rather than looking into his eyes. "Neurological response appears normal. He's tracking movement." "Good. Record that." Gats pulled against the restraints with all his strength. The bed rattled beneath him, but it did not move across the floor. He had spent his life lifting stones, guiding plows, and carrying heavy bundles of wheat, yet none of that strength seemed useful here. The bindings held him as securely as iron chains. He searched the room for a door. There was one at the far wall, a smooth rectangular panel without hinges or a visible handle. Beyond it, he could hear distant footsteps and the faint murmur of other voices. He wanted to ask where he was, who these people were, and what they had done to his village. He wanted to know whether Mara was safe and whether his family had seen him disappear. Most desperately, he wanted someone to explain how he had gone from a quiet road beneath the moon to this impossible room. But the people surrounding him continued their work. One lifted his eyelid and directed a narrow beam of light into it. Another touched a small instrument to his chest. A third watched the glowing symbols beside the bed and spoke a sequence of numbers Gats could not understand. "His cardiac response is approaching the upper limit." "We need to stabilize him." "The transition may have caused more stress than anticipated." "His body is intact. That's what matters." Gats went still for a moment. Transition. He knew the word, but not what it meant to them. He remembered the road stretching away from him, the terrible pressure around his chest, and the sensation of being pulled out of the world itself. Had these people brought him here? Was this their doing? He tried to catch the attention of the figure standing nearest his head. Their eyes met briefly through the transparent shield, and Gats made another desperate attempt to speak. The figure watched him without expression. "He's attempting verbal communication." "Not yet." "Should we explain?" "After the initial examination." The exchange frightened him more than their strange clothing or the unfamiliar machines. They understood that he was awake, that he could hear them, and that he wanted answers. They had simply decided not to give him any. Gats began struggling again, harder than before. His shoulders lifted from the cold surface, his wrists strained against the restraints, and a hoarse, animal sound escaped beneath the mask. The room blurred as tears gathered in his eyes. He could no longer draw a full breath without feeling as though the covering on his face were suffocating him. A sharp sound began repeating from the device beside him. "Heart rate one hundred and seventy-eight." "Pressure rising." "Administer the sedative." One of the figures turned toward a narrow metal tray. Gats followed the movement and saw a small object being lifted from its surface. It was transparent, with a slender shining point at one end and a clear liquid held inside. He did not recognize it. He understood only that it was being brought toward him. He recoiled as far as the restraints allowed, shaking his head and trying to wrench his arm away. The figure grasped his forearm with a gloved hand, holding it steady against the bed. "No!" The word emerged almost unintelligibly beneath the mask. The figure did not hesitate. A sudden burning pain pierced the skin of his arm. Gats cried out and twisted violently, but the sharp point was already inside him. He felt a strange warmth spread beneath his skin, followed by a heaviness that seemed to move through his body with unnatural speed. The figure withdrew the object. "Sedative administered." His struggles weakened. At first, Gats believed the people had somehow stolen the strength from his limbs. His arms remained where they were, but he could no longer summon enough force to pull against the restraints. The room seemed to tilt, and the bright panels above him grew indistinct around their edges. He tried to concentrate on the faces surrounding him. Their voices were becoming distant. "Cardiac rate decreasing." "Respiration stabilizing." "Keep him under observation." Gats attempted to speak one final time. He wanted to say his name. He wanted to tell them that he had a family, that someone would be waiting for him, and that he had done nothing to deserve whatever punishment they intended. Instead, only a faint sound escaped his throat. His eyelids grew heavy. For one brief moment, he saw Mara standing at her family's gate, smiling as she had when he kissed her goodbye. He remembered the warmth of her hand against his cheek and the promise he had made to meet her before sunset. He struggled to hold on to that memory, terrified that if he surrendered to the darkness, he might never find his way back to her. But the darkness came anyway. As his eyes closed, he heard one of the figures speak from somewhere beyond the bed. "How long until we can question him?" "Once his condition is stable." "And the others?" There was a brief silence. Then another voice answered. "He's the first one to survive." Gats wanted to understand what that meant, but the last of his strength abandoned him before he could form the question. The white light disappeared, and he fell into a deep, unnatural sleep.  
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Gats woke with a pain behind his eyes and the uneasy certainty that someone was standing close to him, although when he opened them, there was no one there.

For a few moments, he remained on his side, watching the pale floor through the blur of his vision while he tried to remember where he had fallen asleep. He could recall supper, Mara’s hand in his, and the road beside the old well, but beyond that his memories came back in fragments: white garments, a covering pressed over his mouth, the sharp point entering his arm.

He raised a hand to his head.

The movement startled him enough to make him look down. His wrist was free, and so was the other; when he drew his knees toward his chest, nothing pulled against his ankles or held him at the waist. The restraints were gone, along with the bed and the people who had surrounded it.

He was lying on a thin mattress placed directly on the floor.

Gats pushed himself upright, pressing his fingers against his temples as the pain deepened with the movement. His mouth was dry, and his limbs felt heavy in a way he associated with fever, although he could feel no heat in his skin. He waited for the room to stop shifting before lowering his hands and looking around.

The walls were transparent.

He could see through them so clearly that, at first, he thought he was sitting in the middle of a much larger chamber. Then he noticed the faint lines where one surface joined another, forming sharp corners above and beside him, and understood that he was enclosed in a smaller room shaped like a cube.

There were no curtains, no wooden panels, and nowhere that he could stand without being seen from outside.

Beyond his enclosure, the larger chamber was white and brightly lit, with smooth walls like those of the room where he had first awakened. Light shone from long strips overhead, steady and cold, illuminating every corner without a single flame.

He turned toward the mattress, hoping to find something familiar among the few objects around him. There was no blanket or pillow, only the thin surface on which he had slept. In the opposite corner stood a white chair with a hollow seat and an opening beneath it. Gats studied it with growing discomfort before recognizing what it must be intended for.

Even that had been left in full view.

He looked away and got to his feet, catching himself against the nearest wall when dizziness made him sway. The surface was cool beneath his palm, perfectly smooth, and so clear that his hand appeared to rest against the empty air.

“Hello?”

His voice sounded rough from sleep and the struggles he remembered.

He waited, listening for footsteps.

“Is anyone there?”

Nothing moved beyond the walls.

Gats walked slowly around the enclosure, keeping one hand against its surface as he searched for a door. At one side, close to the floor, he found a small rectangular hatch, scarcely large enough for a bowl and a loaf of bread to pass through. He crouched beside it and pressed his fingertips along its edges, but it would not open.

There was no latch on his side.

He stood again, moving more quickly now, checking each corner and running his hands along every line he could find. Somewhere, there had to be a way in. Someone had carried him here while he slept, and he refused to believe that they had sealed the walls around him.

Yet he could find no handle, no loose edge, and no opening large enough for a man.

The headache had begun to throb with his heartbeat.

“Let me out,” he called, turning toward the far side of the chamber. “Can you hear me?”

His words met the transparent wall and came back to him faintly.

He struck it with the heel of his hand.

“Someone answer me.”

The surface did not tremble.

He could see the space beyond it, only a step away, and the distance tormented him more than stone walls would have done. There was nothing obstructing his sight, nothing that appeared substantial enough to hold him, but when he pushed with both hands and set his weight against them, the wall remained as firm as the ground beneath his feet.

He remembered his father sitting beside the hearth, rubbing his knee, and his mother telling him he was late. Perhaps they were searching the village now. Perhaps Mara had gone to the house when he failed to meet her, carrying some small irritation she would forget the moment she saw his mother’s face.

He had no way of knowing whether morning had come.

There were no windows beyond the cube, no patch of sky, and no sound of the world outside.

Gats was still looking for somewhere else to call when a section of the far wall slid aside.

He stepped back immediately.

Three men entered the chamber, followed by a young woman carrying a flat, dark board in both hands. Gats recognized the measured way they moved and the attention they gave his enclosure, although without their masks he could not be certain which of them had stood beside his bed.

Their clothing had changed. They wore fitted white coats with high collars, white trousers, and clean shoes unlike anything he had seen in the village. The garments had no visible ties or buckles, and each man wore the same narrow ornament around the upper part of his head.

They resembled crowns, but there were no jewels or decorations. Slender bands curved across their heads and descended toward both ears, where small, smooth pieces rested against the skin.

The woman wore one too.

He searched their uncovered faces for some difference that might help him decide whom to address, but their expressions were so alike that he found himself moving from one to another without settling on any of them. Their skin was pale, almost without color, and their eyes rested on him with a stillness he could not read.

One of the men was older than the others. There were fine lines beside his mouth and silver in his hair, and as he approached, a smile spread across his face without changing the look in his eyes.

Gats retreated until he reached the opposite wall.

The men stopped outside the cube. The young woman remained a little behind them, lowering her gaze to the board she carried and touching its surface with one finger.

“Is this a nightmare?” Gats asked.

The older man laughed, softly enough that the sound might have belonged to a pleasant conversation over supper.

“No. A beautiful dream, if anything.”

Gats looked past him toward the opening through which they had entered.

“For us,” the man continued, “this is the finest result we have achieved here in Pearl. After everything that failed, the experiment has finally succeeded with a subject from the ancient centuries.”

He looked Gats over, allowing his gaze to travel from his face to his bare feet.

“And you appear to be at a suitable age. Young enough to endure what comes next.”

“What are you saying?”

The older man glanced at the two men beside him, still smiling, before returning his attention to Gats.

“You are in Pearl,” he said. “A city devoted to science and experimentation.”

“I don’t know that place.”

“No. You would not.”

“What have you done to me?”

“We brought you here.”

Gats’s hands pressed flat against the wall behind him. He could still remember the feeling of the road stretching beneath his feet, and hearing the man speak of it so simply made his stomach tighten.

“From where?”

“From your own time.”

For a moment, Gats could hear only the faint sound of his breathing.

The man waited as though he had offered an explanation that should satisfy him.

“My own time?”

“Centuries before ours.”

Gats shook his head. He understood the words separately, but together they described something he could not make himself believe.

“I was walking home.”

“Yes.”

“I was in my village.”

“And now you are here.”

The younger men watched him while the woman’s fingers moved across her board. None of them appeared troubled by his confusion.

“Our world was built through a long succession of experiments,” the older man said. “Each achievement gave us the foundation for the next, until we could attempt things earlier generations would never have imagined. You are the most successful result of our latest work.”

Gats stared at him.

He had heard enough to understand that these people considered his presence an accomplishment. Whatever had happened on the road, whatever they had done to drag him from it, they were pleased with themselves.

“What do you want from me?”

“There will be time to discuss that.”

“Then open this.”

The older man continued as though Gats had asked a different question.

“Our world is connected through a single, comprehensive application. It allows us to coordinate our lives and regulate emotional responses that once made cooperation difficult. Resentment, anger—all of that has been brought under control.”

The words meant little to Gats. He looked at the bands attached to their ears, then at their motionless faces.

“We have accomplished a great deal,” the man said. “But let us leave that for later. We should introduce ourselves first.”

He came a little closer to the transparent wall.

“What is your name?”

“Let me out.”

“I asked your name.”

“Send me home.”

The man’s smile remained in place.

Gats took a step forward despite himself.

“My family will be looking for me. I have to go back.”

“All right,” the older man said.

Relief rose so suddenly that Gats nearly reached for the wall again.

Then the man turned toward his companions.

“He will submit eventually. If he refuses, he will be punished. There is no other option.”

The relief vanished.

Gats looked from one man to the next, waiting for someone to object or explain that he had misunderstood, but the younger men merely regarded him with the same patient attention.

The woman kept her eyes on the board.

The older man touched a small button on a narrow device in his hand.

A brilliant light opened in the air before the cube.

Gats recoiled, raising his arm across his face as a pale cloud spread through the empty space. For an instant, he expected smoke to fill the chamber, but the brightness remained gathered outside his enclosure, hanging without support.

Shapes moved within it.

He lowered his arm slowly.

There were people in the light.

Their faces appeared in separate shifting spaces, so many that he could not count them, with more emerging behind those he could already see. Some were seated, others standing, and all seemed to be looking in the same direction.

Toward him.

Near the center of the cloud, a larger image showed the cube from outside. Gats saw the mattress, the strange chair, and a frightened man in a thin white garment standing close to the rear wall.

He moved his hand.

The man in the image moved his hand too.

Gats went cold.

“What is that?”

One of the younger men laughed, and the other leaned slightly forward to watch his reaction.

“Our world has been waiting to see you,” the older man said. “You are part of the greatest experiment we have ever undertaken.”

The cloud filled with voices.

Gats could not distinguish most of the words, but he could hear laughter, excited cries, and people speaking over one another. A woman brought her hands together in delight. Somewhere beside her, a man opened his mouth in a shout, while several others leaned closer as though they might see Gats more clearly if they approached the light.

He backed away, watching his own image retreat.

There was no part of the cube the image did not show.

“Stop it.”

The older man looked toward the gathered faces.

“Let me out!” Gats shouted.

He rushed to the front wall and struck it with both hands. Pain ran through his palms, but the sight of the people4 watching him kept him from stopping.

“Open this! I want to go home!”

The voices grew louder.

Some laughed when he struck the wall again. Others called out with an enthusiasm that made him turn toward them, searching desperately for one face that understood what was happening.

“Help me,” he said. “Please. Tell them to let me go.”

A man in the cloud grinned.

Someone else shouted, and several faces brightened with excitement.

Gats hit the wall once more, then drew back with his hands stinging. He could see himself in the larger image, his mouth open, his shoulders rising with each breath, and beyond it the crowd continued to watch.

The older man approached and lowered himself onto one knee outside the cube, bringing his face closer to Gats’s level.

The smile was still there.

“My name is Scientist X,” he said.

Gats retreated from him, crossing the enclosure until his back met the opposite wall.

“You do not have to speak now if you do not wish to,” X continued. “But the more you cooperate with us, the easier we can make your life here.”

Gats pressed himself against the transparent surface behind him. His hands hurt, his head throbbed, and he could not stop looking between the man kneeling outside his prison and the faces suspended in the light.

He wanted his mother’s voice. He wanted the rough stone beneath his fingers beside the old well, the smell of woodsmoke, and Mara turning back toward him before she closed her family’s gate.

X watched him for a little longer, then rose.

With a single touch of the device, the cloud disappeared.

The voices stopped so abruptly that Gats could hear his own unsteady breathing. The space before the cube was empty again, and for a moment he stood staring at it, unable to understand how so many people could vanish without leaving anything behind.

The three men turned away.

The young woman followed them, still holding the board, and Gats moved along the wall to keep them in sight.

“Wait.”

None of them looked back.

“Please.”

They passed through the opening, and the white panel slid shut behind them, fitting so closely into the wall that he could scarcely see where it had been.

Gats remained standing with his hand against the transparent surface.

Beyond it, the chamber was empty.

The lights stayed on.
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For several hours after the scientists left, Gats remained inside the cube, moving between the walls until fear and exhaustion made it difficult to stay on his feet. He searched again for the door he must have overlooked, pressed against the corners, and called toward the place where the white panel had closed behind them, but eventually his voice grew hoarse and his legs began to tremble. He lowered himself to the floor beside the mattress, too tired to keep trying and too frightened to lie down.

The light never changed.

At home, he could have judged the passing hours by the warmth of the sun against a wall or the length of a shadow beneath a tree. Here, the chamber looked exactly as it had when he woke, and although he tried to count his breaths, he kept losing his place whenever he thought he heard something outside.

Once, he closed his eyes and attempted to imagine the room around him disappearing. He pictured his own bed, the wooden stool beside it, and the tunic his mother would have left over the back of the chair. If he could remember those things clearly enough, perhaps he would open his eyes and find them waiting.

Instead, he heard the small hatch being opened.

A person stood outside the cube, bending to push a tray through the rectangular opening near the floor. Gats lifted his head and struggled upright, but the person had already straightened by the time he reached it.

“Wait,” he called. “Please.”

The hatch closed, and the figure walked away without answering.

Gats watched until the chamber was empty again, then crouched beside the tray. A cup of water stood next to a shallow dish containing several small pieces of food, all cut to nearly the same size. He reached for the water first, holding it in both hands while he drank, and the coolness eased his dry throat enough to make him realize how thirsty he had become.

He forced himself to stop before the cup was empty.

The food was more difficult to understand.

Some pieces were a dull gray-green, while others had a pale brown color that reminded him of clay before it was fired. There was no steam rising from them and no smell he could recognize, even when he lifted the dish toward his face.

He thought of the bread his mother made, breaking it open while it was still warm enough to hurt his fingers. There would have been cheese on the table that morning, perhaps an apple from the basket near the door, and eggs if his sister had managed to gather them before the hens scattered into the yard. He could picture every small imperfection in that food: the flour left along the crust, the uneven edge where his father had cut the cheese, the dark mark on an apple his mother would insist was still perfectly good.

The pieces in the dish looked as though they had all been made by the same hand, following instructions that allowed nothing to differ.

He picked up one of the brown pieces and turned it between his fingers before putting it into his mouth.

Its surface gave way without the resistance he expected, leaving a soft, dense texture against his tongue. He tried to chew, but a strange taste spread through his mouth, and his stomach tightened before he could swallow.

Gats set the dish down and pressed a hand over his lips.

For a moment, he thought he could make the feeling pass. Then nausea rose sharply into his throat, and he stumbled toward the white chair in the corner, bending over its opening as his body rejected the mouthful.

There was little in his stomach, but the effort left him shaking.

He stayed bent forward until he could breathe properly, then returned to the cup and took a small sip to clear his mouth. The dish remained where he had left it, and although hunger had begun to ache beneath his ribs, he could not bring himself to touch it again.

He carried the water to the far wall and sat with his back against the glass.

Perhaps he had made a mistake by shouting.

The thought came reluctantly, followed by the memory of the older scientist lowering himself onto one knee and promising that cooperation would make life easier. Gats did not trust him, but he had nothing else to work with. If he answered their questions, perhaps they would answer his. If he gave them what they wanted, perhaps he could persuade them to return him.

He tried to imagine asking calmly, explaining that his parents depended on him and that Mara would be waiting. There had to be some way to make them understand that he belonged somewhere else.

He was still turning that possibility over when the outer door opened.

The young woman entered alone.

Without the men around her, Gats could see her more clearly: the pale, almost snow-white hair drawn back from her face, the softness of her features, and the composed expression that made it difficult to guess her age. The narrow band remained fitted around her head, its ends resting beside her ears, and she carried the same flat board she had held during the scientists’ visit.

She stopped close to the cube.

Gats looked at her, then turned his face away.

“Hello, Subject One,” she said. “I am Sarah.”

He faced her again before he had decided whether to speak.

“What is that supposed to mean? My name is Gats.”

Her fingers moved across the board.

Gats watched her write—or whatever it was she did when she touched that smooth surface—and realized that he had just given them the answer he had refused to give Scientist X.

Sarah looked up with a small smile.

“Hello, Gats. It is a pleasure to meet you.”

He said nothing.

“I have been assigned as your personal attendant,” she continued. “Outside the experiments, I will be responsible for your food and water, your daily care, and the monitoring of your health and results.”

“Why?”

“Your condition needs to be maintained.”

“No.” He shifted closer to the wall, searching her face. “Why am I here? Please help me understand what is happening.”

Sarah glanced at the board before answering.

“You have been brought to Pearl from an earlier period in history. Our scientists will conduct a series of experiments using selected applications and devices, and we will observe their effects on someone from your time.”

Gats held the cup more tightly.

“What experiments?”

“Scientist X will explain the details.”

“What will they do to me?”

“He will be here shortly.”

She spoke with the same even patience he had heard from the men, but Gats could not tell whether she was trying to reassure him or merely completing a task.

“You will also take part in a public presentation,” she added. “Your reactions and daily activities will be broadcast across our channels for the entertainment of our citizens.”

He remembered the cloud of faces and the laughter that had grown louder when he struck the wall.

“You mean those people will watch me again?”

“Yes.”

“Everything I do?”

“Your daily life is part of the presentation.”

He looked toward the mattress, then the chair in the corner, and felt his face grow hot.

“You cannot refuse to cooperate,” Sarah said. “It would be better to do so willingly. If that is not possible, the scientists will use other methods.”

Gats got to his feet, setting the cup down before his shaking hand could spill it.

“You keep talking about me as though I am something you found.”

Her expression remained unchanged.

“An experimental subject,” she said.

“I am a person. I had a life before you brought me here.”

“We know.”

“Then you know I was taken.”

Sarah’s smile returned, slight and composed.

“You are a miracle, Gats. You will understand that as you learn more.”

He stared at her, unable to find anything in those words that belonged to the life he had lost.

“For now, we should attend to your immediate needs,” she continued. “You need to eat, wash, and change your clothes. Scientist X and the others will discuss the rest with you.”

Gats pointed toward the dish.

“Is that really food?”

“Yes.”

“It made me sick.”

Her eyes moved to the white chair and then back to the tray.

“It is unfamiliar to you.”

“What is it?”

“Manufactured protein, with added fiber.”

He waited for an explanation he could understand.

“It provides the nutrition required for your condition,” she said. “Most citizens eat it. Those of a higher rank have access to better food.”

Gats looked down at the identical pieces.

“You eat this?”

“Most citizens do.”

There was nothing in her tone to suggest that the difference troubled her.

“You will become accustomed to it,” she continued. “Try to eat a little more. I will return shortly with the guards to take you to wash.”

She turned before he could ask another question.

Gats watched her leave, then stood beside the tray for a long time. He did not want to put the food into his mouth again, but the ache in his stomach had deepened, and he was afraid of becoming too weak to think clearly.

He picked up a smaller piece this time and bit off only a little.

The texture was no better, though he managed to swallow by taking water immediately afterward. He waited for the nausea to return, holding the cup near his lips, and when it did not, he tried another small bite.

Above him, the transparent ceiling caught a faint reflection of the chamber’s lights.

He looked up while he chewed, wondering where the watching faces had gone and whether they could still see him without the cloud being there. The thought made the food harder to swallow.

After a few mouthfuls, he put the rest down.

Sarah returned with two guards before he had settled back against the wall.

They wore matching white uniforms, although their shoulders and sleeves were broader than hers, and neither carried anything Gats recognized as a weapon. They positioned themselves on either side of the cube while Sarah touched the surface of her board.

A section of the transparent wall separated from the rest and slid aside.

Gats stared at the opening.

He had run his hands over that very place, searching for a gap, and had found nothing. Now there was enough room for a man to walk through, as though the solid surface had obeyed her without requiring a latch.

One of the guards stepped inside and took hold of his arm.

“I can walk,” Gats said.

The guard pulled him toward the opening anyway, and the second man moved close to his other side as they brought him out.

For the first time since waking, Gats stood beyond the cube.

He looked toward the outer door, but Sarah was already leading them through it, and the guards kept their hands on him as they entered a white passage. He tried to study the way they went, noting the turns and the smooth panels along the walls, although there was so little to distinguish one part from another that he soon became uncertain of the route.

They stopped in another chamber containing a narrow enclosure with a recessed floor.

Sarah pressed a button beside it.

Water poured from a fitting overhead.

Gats flinched at the sudden sound, then watched the stream strike the floor and disappear into a small opening beneath it. There was no bucket, no basin being filled, and no one carrying water from a well.

The guards guided him closer.

“Remove your clothes and step inside,” Sarah said.

Gats looked at her.

She indicated the falling water as though the instruction had been unclear.

“You need to wash.”

He glanced between the two guards, then back at her. None of them moved away.

“Here?”

“Yes.”

He stood without obeying until one of the guards tightened his grip.

The embarrassment was so sudden that he lowered his eyes. He had washed in the river with other men and changed his clothes in the fields, but this was different; he was being watched by strangers who expected him to undress because they had told him to.

He turned toward the opposite wall, trying to conceal what he could as he removed the thin garment. His fingers fumbled with the fabric, and he kept his head lowered while he stepped beneath the water.

It was warm.

The comfort of it unsettled him almost as much as the room itself. He had expected another unpleasant surprise, but the water eased the stiffness in his shoulders and ran through his hair with a steadiness he could not account for.

He washed quickly, keeping his body turned away from them, unwilling to let himself enjoy anything they had provided.

When the water stopped, Sarah held out a towel.

Gats took it without looking at her, dried himself, and reached for the clean clothes laid nearby. They were white trousers and a high-collared upper garment made from a fabric smoother than the linen he knew. He dressed as quickly as he could, relieved to have himself covered again, though the unfamiliar fit made him feel no more at ease.

The guards took his arms and led him back through the passage.

He tried once more to remember the route, but all too soon he saw the cube waiting in the larger chamber, its small mattress and unfinished meal visible through the walls.

They brought him inside.

Sarah touched her board, and the transparent panel slid into place.

Gats stood close to it, looking for the line of the opening now that he knew where it was. He could just make out the edge, but when he pressed his hand against it, nothing happened.

The guards left.

Sarah stayed beside the enclosure, holding the board against her waist.

“Scientist X will be here soon,” she said.

Gats turned toward her.

“Can you ask him to send me back?”

For a moment, she said nothing.

Then her eyes met his through the glass.

“Please cooperate with us,” she said. “For your sake, and for mine.”

He looked at her more closely, but she had already lowered her gaze to the board, leaving him uncertain whether he had heard concern or another instruction.

Gats returned to the mattress and sat down, his damp hair resting against the unfamiliar collar. Sarah remained outside the cube, and together they waited for Scientist X.
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Chapter 4. The Agreement


[image: ]


The outer door opened while Gats was still sitting on the mattress, and Sarah straightened beside the cube as Scientist X entered with the two younger men following him. They approached without speaking, their white clothes scarcely distinguishable from the walls behind them, and Gats rose before they reached his enclosure.

He did not want to look up at them from the floor.

For a few moments, he and X stood facing each other through the transparent wall. Gats could see his own faint reflection between them: damp brown hair, an unfamiliar white collar, and a face that seemed older than the one Mara had touched at her gate.

X examined him with evident satisfaction.

“You look better. This uniform suits you far more than the clothes you arrived in.” His gaze moved over Gats’s shoulders before returning to his face. “Excellent. We have acquired a handsome young man for the presentation.”

Gats remained silent, although his fingers curled against his palms.

“Gats,” X continued, trying the name as though assessing its usefulness. “A suitable name for a primitive creature like you.”

Gats met his eyes and held them. He wanted to answer the insult, but anger had already given these people something to laugh at, and he would not offer them another performance before he understood what they intended.

X seemed untroubled by the look.

“Where are you from? What is the name of your city?”

“My name is Gats, son of Kaleb, from the village of Thorfin.”

Speaking the names steadied him. His father existed beyond this chamber, and so did the village; whatever these people called him, he had belonged to both long before they brought him here.

X laughed softly.

“Good. You are beginning to respond.”

“When will you let me out?” Gats asked. “When will I return to my village?”

“That depends on you.”

“You brought me here. It depends on you.”

One of the younger men glanced at X, whose smile narrowed slightly before he answered.

“You will cooperate with us and give us two years of your time. At the end of that period, we will return you to Thorfin using the same method that brought you here.”

Gats stared at him, waiting for the words to become something he could accept.

“Two years?”

“Yes.”

“I am getting married in the autumn.”

The men laughed.

Gats looked between them, unable to understand what they found amusing. He had begun gathering stones for a house. Mara wanted flowers beside the doorway, and he had promised her a walk by the river after the morning work. He could still remember the warmth of her cheek against his lips, yet X was asking him to surrender two years as though they were hours he had no use for.

“That is too long,” he said.

Sarah remained beside the cube, her face composed as her fingers moved across the board. Gats watched her briefly, hoping she might look up and say something, but she continued recording.

“Two years,” X repeated. “If you agree to our terms, you will return to your village afterward. In exchange, I require your responses and your complete submission to our experimental program.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you will answer our questions about your world and participate in the procedures we select. You are the only subject who survived the transfer. We will not bring another to replace you.”

Gats felt the familiar unease tighten beneath his ribs.

The others.

He had heard them mentioned beside the bed, just before the darkness took him. Now X spoke of them without lowering his voice or allowing a pause in which Gats could ask what had happened.

“We will test our technologies on you,” X continued. “New devices, new applications, new procedures. Your responses will provide information we cannot obtain from our own citizens. You must also remain available whenever we require you for a presentation or program.”

Gats looked at the small mattress behind him, then at the walls through which anyone could watch him.

“Whenever you want?”

“Whenever you are required.”

“And if I am tired? If I am ill?”

“Your condition will be monitored. Sarah has already explained her responsibilities.”

Sarah’s fingers paused briefly, then resumed their movement.

“You now have the attention of our world,” X said. “You should understand what an unusual position that is.”

“I did not ask for it.”

“Very few people are offered it.”

X spoke with the patience of someone explaining a privilege to a man too ignorant to appreciate it.

“Our society has created an oasis of carefully selected emotions. We have removed much of what once disrupted daily life, but our citizens have grown accustomed to the comfort we provide. They are bored, Gats. They want excitement, something unfamiliar to occupy them.”

His eyes moved toward the space where the cloud of faces had appeared.

“You will be their new pet.”

Gats felt his stomach turn.

The younger men watched him, and he wondered whether they were waiting for him to strike the wall again.

“You will also help us direct public attention toward the developments we intend to market,” X added. “A successful presentation makes people interested. Interest makes them receptive.”

Gats understood little of the words about marketing, but he understood the rest well enough.

“You want a slave,” he said. “Someone you can make into a clown for your people.”

“Call it whatever you wish.”

X did not hesitate, and that frightened Gats more than a denial would have done.

“I call it an opportunity that cannot be replaced. Everyone gains something. You earn your return to your family and a story you may one day tell your grandchildren. We gain a successful presentation, valuable results, and the opportunity to improve the time device so that we can bring others here.”

Gats looked sharply at him.

“You said you would not bring anyone else.”

“During your assignment, there will be no need to.”

X gave the answer easily, as though Gats had misunderstood something minor.

“Now,” he continued, “are you willing to cooperate?”

He pressed a button on the device in his hand.

Pale light gathered outside the cube, spreading into the air with the same smoke-like movement Gats remembered from the public presentation. He stepped back before he could stop himself, but this time no faces appeared. Instead, lines of writing formed within the brightness, arranged in close, orderly sections like a document.

“This is the agreement,” X said.

Gats studied it through the wall. There was too much writing to take in at once, and the unfamiliar arrangement made it difficult to know where he should begin. His eyes moved across the lines while X waited, the device resting loosely in his hand.

“Do you accept, Gats? Subject One?”

The second name made him look away from the document.

He examined the men in turn, searching for some sign that one of them might listen if he asked again. Then he turned toward Sarah.

She was standing close enough to hear everything, her board held against her waist. Gats tried to meet her eyes, but when she looked at him, there was no answer in her expression.

He had no one here.

At home, he would have gone to his father if a man offered terms he did not understand. He would have spoken with Mara, argued, considered, and returned with questions. Here, everyone waiting for his answer belonged to the people who had taken
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