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For the ones who waited


 

 

Dear Reader,

 

The Iamos Trilogy is designed to be a single story broken into several parts: three full novels and a novella. Because of the way the story is structured, each installment is not intended to be read without the foundation of the previous books before it. In order for you to best enjoy the series, this is the recommended order to read the books in:

 

Book 1: Fourth World

Book 1.5: Different Worlds: An Iamos Novella

Book 2: New World

Book 3: One World

 

This novel contains a number of references to the events of both Fourth World and Different Worlds, and will be understood most fully if you read both those books before starting this one.

 

Thanks for reading!


Lyssa Chiavari


 

 

 

I closed my eyes, breathing in deeply through my nose. Each breath was difficult, but with practiced skill, I managed to keep my inhalations and exhalations steady, refusing to allow my breathing to become labored. I’d known what I was getting into, coming here. Simos’ gravity was much stronger than Iamos’, and in the weeks before we stepped through the postern, my body had undergone rigorous training in preparation. Adjusting to the added body weight was difficult, but not impossible. The other colonists were relying on us to get them through this transition period—they couldn’t see their geroi struggling. Eristin and I had to be strong.

Breathe in. Breathe out. That’s all there was to it.

“Geros Achillios,” a man’s voice called out.

I didn’t permit my eyes to snap open. I inhaled one last time before lifting my lids calmly. I could hear the way the man struggled to regulate his breathing as he pushed his way past the jungle plants to approach me. He needed a calming influence.

“Tirios,” I said. “Deep breaths. Slow movements. Don’t tax yourself.”

Tirios tugged his earlobe, placing his hands on his knees and panting. I watched silently, allowing him to catch his breath. Tirios was one of the System experts on our expedition. He knew the intricacies of our interlinked minds better than any man or woman on Iamos. He’d been selected for this expedition in the hopes that that knowledge could save us. Every colonization party that had made the journey to Simos had disappeared. They’d lose their connection with the System soon after arriving on the planet, if not immediately after. The gerotus blamed the magnetic field for the disruption, but Tirios had assured me that the new refinements he’d made to our earpieces would counteract the disruptive signals of the planet.

I confess that I didn’t exactly have a technical mind. The inner workings of the System were beyond me. But I trusted Tirios. If he said his modifications would work, I believed him.

But then we got here. Unwavering belief meant little in the face of harsh reality.

“Have you made contact with Iamos?” I asked him when he straightened.

“No, kyrios. I am still receiving the same error as before—a blank signal. We can connect to the System, but we receive no response to our communications.”

I breathed out, steepling my fingers and closing my eyes again. Inhale. Exhale. “Keep trying.”

“Yes, kyrios. But that’s not why I’m here. Gerouin Eristin is asking for you. She’s up on the ridge.”

I opened my eyes. “I’ll be right there.”

I felt my way down the dark jungle path, weaving between enormous trees and brushing past tall plants that reminded me of fraouloi. I’d been briefed on what to expect, but I still hadn’t been entirely prepared for the abundance of greenery Simos had to offer. If Iamos had ever held life this verdant, it had been generations before my birth. I was five years enilos, and by the time I was old enough to walk, see, remember, all of Iamos had been a barren desert. This rainforest was even more of a shock to my system than the stronger gravity.

The trees thinned the farther up the hill I climbed, and then they broke apart, revealing a rocky ridge that looked down over the coast. Waves broke roughly over the shoreline below, and the air was heavy with the smell of salt and water, greenery and life. The sky above my head was black, cut in two by the thick band of galaxy and a small sliver of white—Simos’ moon. That crescent of light illuminated the fair, sandy hair on my partner’s head, while the rest of her form was drowned in shadow.

“Eristin. Tirios said you were asking for me.”

She turned to face me. “Yes. Look at this.” 

I came to stand beside her at the edge of the ridge. Eristin was more than just the gerouin on this mission: she was our leading astronomer. Her knowledge of the stars was unmatched. She’d been eagerly waiting for the sun to set so she could get her first glimpse of the constellations from this new world. I hadn’t expected her to move from this perch all night. But what she wanted to show me, I couldn’t imagine. The stars were beyond my realm—my expertise lay in mundane political dealings.

“I ran the charts before we left Iamos. I calculated the seasons of this world, the position of the stars from this hemisphere. At this time of year, Oryos should not be visible from here. But there it is.” She pointed to a triad of stars in the northwestern sky. “These stars are all wrong.”

“Is it possible you calculated incorrectly?” I asked her.

She frowned, the movement of her lips shadowed in the starlight. “Maybe, but… there’s more.” She looked at me. “You might want to sit down, Achillios.”

I glanced around myself. “Where? On the ground?”

She let out a humorless chuckle. “Suit yourself.” She gestured into the sky. “There. Do you see that star?” It was small and dim, but still prominent in the sky alongside the stars. It glowed with a faint red hue. “That’s Iamos.”

I didn’t understand what she was getting at. Seeing our homeworld from such a distance was strange, humbling—but it was to be expected. We knew how far we were going when we undertook this mission.

But then she moved her finger across the sky, gesturing to a larger, brighter, yellow star that I didn’t recognize. My mind struggled to recall the different names of celestial bodies, and I once again found myself cursing, wishing that our earpieces were receiving transmissions from the System. My brain was still not accustomed to having to hold its own information, to think and recall unassisted.

“What is that, Eristin?”

“That’s Hamos,” she said.

I stared at her, uncomprehending, before looking back to the star. “Hamos?”

She tugged her earlobe.

“But… why is it so far from Iamos?” Our worlds were twins, our orbits tightly interlinked as they sped through the solar system, circling the sun in a calculated dance.

“I don’t know,” Eristin replied. “Something has happened.”

“Is this why we can’t contact Iamos?” I asked, horror unfolding in my chest. “Was there some kind of… disaster after we left?”

“This couldn’t have happened in the twelve hours we’ve been gone,” Eristin said flatly. “A cataclysm of this scale would have massive repercussions on the planets around us. It wouldn’t be peaceful like this. The sky would be on fire. Everything would be destroyed. There could be no life here.”

“So, in order for this to have happened, and this planet to be unaffected…?”

She made a tiny noise in the back of her throat. I glanced at her, and for the first time noticed the odd way the light from the moon and stars was making her eyes shine. She blinked, and then I saw the telltale streak of tears on her cheeks.

“Ages must have passed,” she said at last.

“There must be some mistake,” I protested.

“There is no mistake, Achillios. The stars don’t lie.”

My legs felt shaky, and now I knew why she had told me to sit. But I wouldn’t let my legs give out on me. I wouldn’t let that weakness show. I was a geros. I was in control. I stood, though the weight of this world dragged at my bones every second, calling me down to it.

At last, I spoke. “So, all the colonists who came to Simos before… who disappeared…”

Eristin swallowed, looking up at the stars. “The question isn’t where they went. It’s when.”


 

 

 

[image: Part I: Mars]

 


 

 

 

 

[image: Chapter 1]

 

[image: GSAF Logo]

 

[image: Nadin]

 

 

 

The sky was blue.

I couldn’t believe it at first. I blinked several times to make sure I wasn’t seeing things, but the image remained unchanged. Brilliant, bright, cloudless. An unblemished azure color arcing over my head, taking the breath from me. I’d never seen a sky like this, even as a child, even before the atmosphere on Iamos had thinned so much that we were no longer allowed outside the citidome. I was used to a hazy yellowy-purple that had turned more and more red as the sea had evaporated beyond repair. But this…

This was beautiful.

The awe I felt at the sight, however, was quickly jolted out of me. After an instant my mind caught up with me, and I realized where I was, how I had come to be there—lying on my back, my chest constricted and bruised-feeling. The postern. The explosion.

Ceilos.

I sat up in a panic, disentangling myself from Isaak, who’d stumbled to the ground when I fell into him. I’d lost my balance when Ceilos let go of my hand, and I’d staggered forward, bringing Isaak and his father down with me. I looked around myself frantically for the others: Ceilos, Gitrin and Emil. We were all supposed to come through the postern together. That had been the plan. The six of us were to come here, to Mars—to the future—to try to reason with the rulers here, the ones Isaak called GSAF. To tell them the story of Iamos, my dying world. 

But something had gone horribly wrong. We were alone.

Isaak’s father muttered something in English that I couldn’t quite understand. I could barely even hear his words over the roar in my ears. What happened? Where are they? Where is he?

I tried to say something, but terror trapped my voice in my throat. I cleared it and tried again. “He let go,” I managed at last.

Isaak struggled to his knees and stared at me in confusion. “What?” But I’d already turned my back on him, whirling around, searching.

“Ceilos!” I shouted, hoping beyond reason that maybe he was here, that we’d just gotten separated. We were in a small trench or a crater of some kind. It was possible that they’d landed just above us, out of my line of sight. But though I called again, no response came.

“Where are the others?” Isaak asked, finally seeming to understand what I was trying to tell him: that we were alone. “Emil? And Gitrin and Ceilos?”

I looked at him, wild-eyed. “Isaak, he let go.”

“Who let go?”

I swallowed down the bile that was burning my throat. “Ceilos. He had my hand as we were stepping into the postern, and just as I passed through, just when I heard that noise… he let go.” His hand must have been torn from mine by the blast. My ears were still ringing from the sound of the explosion, and the force of it had knocked me off my feet. What could have caused that? I felt so frantic I wanted to pull my own hair out. What had happened?

“What’s she saying?” Isaak’s father asked in English. I started to answer him, but Isaak interrupted me, speaking in Iamoi.

“What does that mean?” he asked. “Where did they go?”

“I don’t know,” I said, my voice breaking. “If the postern closed before they made it through, they’ll still be back in Elytherios. But if Ceilos let go of my hand after they were already in the postern…” Nausea overwhelmed me again, and I had to squeeze my eyes closed and breathe in through my nose to keep from vomiting. Panicking this much was not going to help anyone. “Govern your emotions,” Gitrin had once told me.

Gitrin. Panic engulfed me once more.

“We have to go back,” I burst out, snatching the posternkey Isaak still gripped in his hands. I had to know what had happened, had to make sure they were all safe. That they hadn’t been…

“How are we supposed to do that?” Isaak asked. “First we have to get to that cave that my dad and I—”

“Then let’s go!” I grabbed Isaak by the elbow, dragging him up to his feet.

“It’s not going to be that simple,” he argued. “Emil said that GSAF—”

A voice speaking in English cut him off. My eyes flew up to see a man standing at the lip of the crater, towering over us. 

The man was tall and reedy, with receding brown hair peppered with gray and shorn close to his scalp. Reflective glass covered his eyes, preventing me from truly seeing him. It was unsettling. Two other men stood beside him, brandishing instruments I didn’t recognize but knew, instinctively, must be weapons. My mind hurriedly scrambled to understand what the first man had said, but in my panic the meaning wouldn’t come. 

Beside me, Isaak and his father froze, slowly lifting their hands, showing the men their palms. I quickly did the same.

“Well, well. Isaak Contreras. Just the person I’ve been looking for all this time. And if there was ever such perfect timing, I’ve never seen it,” said the man with the glass eyes. His mouth twisted up into a grin. He spoke slowly enough now that I could understand his words, but I still didn’t grasp their meaning. 

Isaak blanched. Wordlessly, he trudged over to a rusty metal ladder bolted to the hard rock side of the trench. His father trailed behind him, and I nervously followed, tucking the posternkey into the silver reticule at my waist. My knees shook as I reached the top of the ladder, and one of the men shouldered his weapon and grabbed my arm. I wasn’t sure if he was trying to support me or if he was taking me prisoner, but his fingers clamped my flesh tight enough to bruise. I winced, but he didn’t loosen his grip.

The three men led us down a dirt path that wound between various pits and trenches like the one we’d climbed out of. We were in some kind of canyon that reminded me of the route we’d taken to Elytherios, but the features of the rocks were unfamiliar. A loud voice echoed off the stones around us. An oration of some kind?

We followed the path as it curved around a tall sandstone formation, and I stopped short. The canyon opened out to a wide clearing filled with people. I stared in shock at the crowd before me. Hundreds of men and women were squeezed shoulder to shoulder in the tight space, and all of them looked different from one another. Tall and short, heavy and thin, with different variations in skin tone and hair color. A girl with bronze skin and hair as orange as a sunset glanced over her shoulder at me, before murmuring something to the person standing next to her, a narrow, pale boy with hair that was two different colors: cropped short and dark on the sides of his head, long and straw-colored on the top. I saw a girl with straight, black hair that was cut bluntly above her shoulders, and a fair woman with light hair that waved loosely down her back. A tall man with dark skin and even darker hair in long braids, and a short, stubby man with a woven cap covering his head. Every single person was an individual.

I had never seen anything like this on Iamos. The inhabitants of the citidomes all looked alike, matching their region’s chosen traits. Even in Elytherios, where people from every citidome had come together, I had still recognized every trait grouping. This diversity was unfathomable.

Is this what Iamos was like before? I thought weakly. A century ago, before the eugenicists had molded us, choosing only the best traits to maximize our chances for survival—had we looked like this? Had everyone been different?

At the front of the crowd, a man stood on a platform. I realized that he must be the orator just before he broke off mid-sentence. I followed his gaze to where Isaak stood, his own arm gripped tightly by the man with the glass eyes. Isaak was staring at the person on the platform in shock, his mouth slightly agape. His face had gone pale, even more so than it had in the crater.

“Isaak?” I whispered through the silence. The men and women closest to us in the crowd turned, watching us in confusion. “What’s wrong? Who is that?”

The man with the glass eyes smirked as Isaak struggled for a response. “It can’t be—” he started.

Then the man on the platform shouted, “Isaak!” His voice resounded through a speaker system which shrieked with feedback, making me wince. But the crowd didn’t seem to mind. When he said Isaak’s name, the people roared in response, whirling around and rushing toward us. I shrank back, and the man who’d been holding my arm released it, stepping in front of me and brandishing the weapon once more.

“That’s enough!” the man with glass eyes shouted, but the crowd was unstoppable.

Abruptly my brain thrust me back to Iamos, to the riot in the citidome the day we found Gitrin missing. Masses of bodies shoving against one another, shouting, threatening to trample anyone in their path. Screaming “Death to the geroi!” The only thing that had kept the rioters from violence that day was the adherence protocol, but there was no System here. Nothing to control this. No way to stop them. 

I couldn’t breathe.

My heart beat erratically, and my hands and fingers tingled like grains of sand ran through my veins. The edges of my vision burned white until I squeezed my eyes closed. “Nadin!” I thought I heard Isaak call, but his voice sounded muffled over the ringing in my ears. My mouth was dry, and when I licked my lips, it tasted sour and acidic.

“Back off! Give her room, she needs air!”

I did need air. I so desperately needed air. I couldn’t draw a breath. I couldn’t hear. I couldn’t see.

Darkness swallowed me.

◦  •  ◦

I opened my eyes slowly, my head reverberating. It felt like the ground was moving beneath me. I realized after a moment, as I gathered my bearings, that in a way it was—I was in a transport vehicle of some sort. We had some of these on Iamos, though they’d become increasingly rare since travel by postern had become most common. Now they were only used when a large number of people had to travel between citidomes, rendering postern travel impractical.

The man who’d held my arm before the riot was seated next to me, still holding his weapon. Isaak and his father were nowhere to be seen.

I swallowed, my throat feeling dry and my head spinning slightly. I was getting tired of waking up with a headache. It had become far too frequent over the last few weeks. I thought for a moment, trying to remember the words; then I said in English, hesitantly, “Where is Isaak?”

I think the man must have understood me—I know I pronounced the words correctly—but he didn’t answer. He merely smirked.

I glowered and looked out the window of the vehicle. 

Despite the ominous presence of the man beside me, just being away from that crowd made me feel more calm. I could breathe again. As the vehicle rolled silently forward, I began to pick out more details. The city we were passing through was unlike anything I’d ever seen. It was vast; the whole of Hope Renewed would fit easily inside just the portion I could see out the window. The buildings were tall, some even seeming close to the height of the pyramid in my citidome, though they were nowhere near as wide. Here and there, I caught the silver glint of water between the buildings. Rivers and creeks seemed to run throughout this city, winding between buildings and meandering under bridges. Unremarkable features to the citizens here but a wonder to my eyes. So much water—enough to sustain a population of this size.

This was Isaak’s Tierra Nueva. This was Mars. 

And it was Iamos, too. The geroi believed we could never make the planet like this again. But these people had. I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment. They have to accept us, I thought. Despite Isaak’s assurances, I don’t think I ever completely believed that his world could hold us. But now that I was seeing it with my own eyes, I believed. Maybe there was hope for the Iamoi. Maybe soon we would be returning through the postern with impossible, wonderful news.

But will Ceilos and Gitrin be there to hear it?

My stomach lurched, and I focused my mind on calming it. I wasn’t going to worry about it anymore. It would do me no good to keep panicking, not after what happened back in the canyon. I had to concentrate on my task. The posternkey was designed to return us to just three minutes after we’d left. Whatever had happened, we could help them when we returned. In the meantime, I had other things to think about.

I had to deal with GSAF.

The vehicle came around a corner, revealing some of the largest buildings I’d seen yet. On an island in the center of the river, a massive tower seemed to cut the sky like the dorsal fin of a psara slicing through water. The buildings on this side of the river weren’t much smaller. We were approaching one that was rounded on its sides like a dome, with two matching towers jutting from the center. Another crowd of people was gathered in front of it. The vehicle was soundproofed enough that their voices seemed to be a muffled hum, but I could see by their faces that they were shouting. My pulse quickened again involuntarily. I hoped that this was not our destination.

That hope was dashed when the vehicle began to slow, pulling to a stop in front of the building.

The man beside me said something in English that I didn’t understand and opened the door on his side. The roar of voices poured in, deafening. He slid out, gesturing for me to follow him. I shrank back in my seat.

He looked at me impatiently. “Come on,” he said slowly, and this time I did understand.

“No,” I said. I thought for a moment, then shook my head the way I’d seen Isaak do.

The man took a deep, irritated breath through his nostrils and shook his own head. He slammed the door shut and stormed away from the vehicle, disappearing into the crowd. A moment later he returned, a woman by his side. She had fair, straight hair that just brushed the top of her shoulders, and skin almost as pale. I winced at the thought of what solar radiation must do to that complexion.

She opened the door and smiled at me. “Hello,” she said. I could barely hear her over the shouts of the rioters. “We need you to come inside. I can’t talk to you here. Will you come with me?”

I squared my shoulders and shook my head again stubbornly. It didn’t matter whether my guard was a gruff, armed man or a smiling woman. I wasn’t going out into that crowd again.

Someone whistled loudly, and the woman looked over her shoulder. “Gerald, would you please get these people out of here?” she snapped. At her word, the man who’d been guarding me began waving people back. It annoyed me that he’d listened to this woman and not me, but I had to remind myself that I wasn’t a patroin here. I was no one to these people. I unconsciously reached for the medallion around my neck and rubbed it between my fingers.

 Several other men in dark clothing emerged from the building, and the group of them parted the crowd. The people were still shouting, but there was a wide path through them now.

The fair-haired woman looked back in the door at me. “It’s safe now,” she said, smiling again.

I took a deep breath and slid across the seat, stepping out of the vehicle.

The woman led me into the building, her hand on my elbow. Unlike the man earlier, she didn’t seem to be trying to hold me prisoner—her touch was more reassuring. Inside the building was a large, cavernous space with a vaulted ceiling. It was brightly lit, with tile floors that gleamed. There were windows everywhere, even on the ceiling, letting sunlight stream in. It was a stark contrast from the darkness of the citidome, where even the glass-faced pyramid had stone walls on the inside to shield the patroi from radiation. 

I looked around, taking it all in. There were a number of people here as well, but they didn’t approach us. They seemed to be preoccupied with their own work, and only glanced occasionally in my direction. Relief washed over me.

As the doors slid shut behind us, a middle-aged man strode across the room toward us. I expected him to address the woman, but to my surprise, he looked directly at me and inclined his head, placing three fingers on his brow.

I stared at him in confusion. How did he…?

“Kyrin Nadin,” he said in nearly unaccented Iamoi, “it is an honor to meet you.”

I took a step back, my eyes wide as I looked back and forth between the man and the woman who’d escorted me in. “How is this possible?” I breathed.

The woman smiled. “We’ve been expecting you, Nadin.”
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Tick. Tick. Tick.

I stared down at my hands as the clock on the wall counted away the seconds. They looked dirty. Even after spending a week in Elytherios, I still hadn’t been able to get the grime out from under my fingernails from our long journey through the caves and dusty Iamos wilderness. 

It felt surreal. This morning I’d been on another world, thousands of years in the past. And now I was back home, in my own time. Home.

Well, sort of. For one thing, I wasn’t home, I was in some empty office in the GSAF building waiting for Joseph Condor to come back in and probably haul me off to a dark prison cell. And for another thing, this wasn’t exactly my time. Everything was different. Everyone was different. 

I still couldn’t believe that had been Henry earlier, but I knew it had to be. You can’t be best friends with a guy for half your life and then not know him when you see him. But he’d definitely aged. And he’d cut his hair. That was possibly the most mind-boggling thing of all, seeing a short-haired Henry standing at a podium giving a speech like a torquing politician or something. His mom had never been able to get him to cut his hair. His dad was Sikh, but Henry was an avowed atheist. Religion had never been a part of his long-hair phase, it was one hundred percent rebellion. His mom had lived in America until she was in high school, when her father died and the family moved to India to be near relatives, and she had American sensibilities through and through. As far as Mrs. Sandhu was concerned, good boys had short hair. And when I left—just weeks ago, it felt like to me—Henry had been anything but a good boy.

How long had I been gone? I remembered how Dad had thought he’d only been gone for a month when he’d been missing for more than two annums, and I felt sick to my stomach.

If I’d been gone as long as Dad, what had happened to everyone in that time? I’d seen how Henry had changed, if only from a distance. What about everyone else? What about… 

What about Tamara? 

Did she remember what had happened between us the last time we’d seen each other? What had she thought after I vanished? Did they assume I’d been kidnapped? Or did they think what we’d all thought about Dad—that I’d abandoned everyone?

Tick. Tick. Tick.

I felt fidgety and wired, like I’d downed a bunch of coffee or something. Just waiting here was driving me nuts. Joseph Condor had left me in this room with barely a word, just telling me he’d be back shortly. And then what? He knew I’d stolen government property when I took the posternkey from the dig site. Whatever he was planning for me when he got back, it couldn’t be good. And I had no clue where they’d taken Dad, or Nadin—

My stomach knotted again as I remembered the way Nadin had collapsed, slumping against that suit who’d been holding her arm. Was she okay? Had the postern travel made her sick, or was it the stress of not knowing what had happened to the others? And that crowd… She didn’t do well in crowds. I’d seen it back on Iamos, in the citidome when there was that riot. She’d been pale and irritable for hours afterward. God only knew how she was feeling now. After she collapsed, it had been pandemonium. Joseph Condor shoved me into a black SUV and we’d peeled out. He wouldn’t speak to me at all, other than to tell me that Nadin would be “taken care of,” whatever that meant. And then he spent the whole car ride over here glued to his palmtop, silently tapping away.

Nadin had to be okay. She had to be.

Tick. Tick. Tick.

Out in the hallway, there was the sound of muffled voices. My hands clenched the table and I sat up straight. The door opened, and Joseph Condor stepped inside. He leveled those ice blue eyes on me for just a second, just long enough for my heart to stop for a couple of beats. Then he moved aside, and someone behind him came through the door. Another familiar-but-not person, just as gut-wrenching as Henry.

My jaw worked soundlessly for a moment as I stared at her. “Mom,” I finally managed.

Time seemed to freeze, Mom’s gaze locked with mine, neither of us speaking. I couldn’t believe my eyes. Once again, I found myself wondering how long I’d been gone. There was so much gray in her hair, and deep, dark circles under her eyes, like she hadn’t slept in months.

I’d done this. I’d caused this.

She stared at me for just a moment longer; then she rushed toward me. I started to stand just as she collided with me, almost knocking over the plastic chair I’d been sitting in. “Isaak,” she cried, her voice breaking. Her shoulders shook as she buried her face in my chest. Hot tears soaked through the worn fabric of the Iamoi clothing I was still wearing. I probably looked like a reject from a sci-fi flick. What must she think, seeing me here like this? What had she thought the whole time I’d been gone?

I swallowed, trying to blink away tears of my own.

Finally, she pulled away, running her thumbs across my cheeks, peering into my eyes. “Where have you been? What’s happened to you?”

“I—That is—” I didn’t know where to begin.

“We’d all like to know those answers,” Condor said, still standing in the doorway. “But we’ll save our questions for another time. Right now, it’s important for Isaak to be reunited with his family.”

Mom nodded tearily. “Thank you, Mr. Condor,” she said.

I gaped at the two of them. “Wait, seriously? You’re just letting me go?”

Condor quirked an eyebrow. “Are you saying I shouldn’t?”

“No, no,” I blurted. Of course I wanted to get the heck out of there. But I was supposed to buy that Condor was just going to let me go, after everything he’d put me through before? What was his real game here?

Mom threaded her fingers through mine, and I let her pull me toward the door, my eyes never leaving Condor’s. His expression was unreadable. As we passed, he cleared his throat.

“Professor Garcia,” he said. She turned to face him, and he folded his arms. “Before you go, there’s someone else you need to collect as well. Do you want to tell her, Isaak, or shall I?” He almost sounded amused when he said it.

Mom looked at me quizzically. Crap. I’d forgotten about this part.

“Uh, Mom,” I began, shifting uncomfortably. “This might be kind of a shock, but… I, uh…” I swallowed. “I kind of found Dad.”

◦  •  ◦

Hours later, I sat at the foot of my bed, looking around my room with a sense of surreality. Everything was the same as it had been when I left it. Untouched. The room was dusty—not as much as I would have expected for two annums, but enough that I could tell Mom hadn’t been in here all that often. I knew she’d come in at least once, though, because my bed was made. I hadn’t bothered to make it before I left for school that last morning.

Two annums. My fingers clenched the bedspread involuntarily. That’s how long I’d been gone. A few weeks to me, two Earth years to everyone else. And Dad? He’d been gone almost five by now.

Mom had not been pleased, by any stretch of the imagination.

“You brought Raymond back?” she’d said when she at last found her voice. “Why?”

“I couldn’t exactly leave him there,” I’d said awkwardly. “We weren’t on Earth, Mom. We were… somewhere else.”

“Oh, really? Where were you, then? Where have the two of you been for so long?”

I’d glanced uncomfortably at Joseph Condor, who was watching us both with his eyebrows raised. “I’ll tell you when we get home.”

She’d stormed down the hall, her heels clacking noisily against the tile floor. “He’s not coming home with us, Isaak.”

But he’d had to, in the end. There was a great big argument about it when we got to the parking garage, where Erick was waiting in the car with Celeste. Seeing my little sister again might have been the hardest thing of all—worse than Henry, worse than my mom. She’d grown so much, she genuinely was unrecognizable. Her missing front teeth were back. Her long, wild brown hair had been cut to her shoulders, with a clip pinning back what had once been her bangs. I realized with a jolt that she’d gotten so tall she didn’t even need a carseat anymore. Who was this kid? She couldn’t be my sister.

She stared at me with wide eyes, like she was terrified. Like I was a ghost.

Every time I’d ever been annoyed with her—every time I’d told her to go away, to not bother me; the irritation I’d felt when she was clinging to me and Tamara at the dig site the day before I found the posternkey—slammed into me like a freight train. How could I have been such a jerk to her? She was my sister, and I’d lost years with her. I felt like I had seeing Mom again in that empty office, all gray-haired and broken. My eyes burned. I had to squeeze them shut before anyone saw me on the brink of tears.

What had I done?

While Celeste stared at me from the backseat of the car, Mom and Dad argued. Erick had gotten out of the car and stood awkwardly to the side as they yelled.

“You cannot come home with us, Raymond. It’s absolutely out of the question,” Mom snapped.

“Where else am I supposed to go?” Dad snapped back. “It’s my house, too!”

“Oh, no,” Mom said, waggling her finger. “That house was in my name, remember? Since I was the one with the steadier job—does that ring a bell? It does not belong to you in any way.”

Dad made a noise in the back of his throat. “I can’t go to a hotel, Jesica. I don’t have any money.” 

“You never do.”

“Will you get off your damn high horse for one minute? Isaak said I’ve been gone for years. There’s no way my credit cards still work. My accounts have got to be closed by now. How am I supposed to pay for a hotel?” He crossed his arms, looking slyly at her. “Unless you want to pay for it.”

Erick stepped forward then, starting to say something, but my mom cut him off. “We’re not giving you a cent, Raymond.”

Dad glanced past her at Erick. “Who’s this guy?”

“This is my husband,” Mom snapped.

“What?” I gasped, almost losing my balance. I grabbed Celeste’s open door to try to steady myself. Mom had gotten remarried? She and Erick had only just started dating when I left! But I looked at Celeste again and the time difference slammed into me once more. I gripped the car door until my knuckles turned white.

Dad looked back and forth between them incredulously. “I’m your husband!” he sputtered.

“Oh, no, you’re not. I got an annulment.”

“Nobody asked me!” Dad protested.

“How were we supposed to do that?” asked Mom. “Considering you’ve been gone four and a half years with no word. That’s called abandonment, Raymond.”

Four and a half years—I knew she had to mean annums. Most people used the terms interchangeably, still thinking in Earth terms. That’s when I’d realized I’d been gone for two of them. Two annums. A whole Martian orbit. I struggled to take a breath.

“I’m talking to a priest!” Dad shouted, his voice echoing off the roof of the parking garage.

I groaned and squeezed my eyes shut. “Will you give it a rest, Dad?”

When I opened them again, he was looking at me, considering. I knew he was thinking about what I’d said to him in Elytherios: “I saw what you left in that box in the garden. Where’s your wedding ring, Dad?” He’d flat-out admitted he was planning to leave Mom regardless. So what was he complaining about now?

Erick took advantage of the quiet to step forward. “Why don’t we discuss this later, Jesica? Celeste is stressed, and”—he glanced over at me—“I’m sure Isaak is eager to get home.”

“What about me?” Dad asked.

“You can go f—”

“Mom,” I interrupted. “Can Dad at least come back to the house for dinner or something? Just so we can all tell you what happened? Then we can figure out somewhere for him to stay.” She frowned, deep creases forming around her mouth. She was really skinny now, I realized. On top of everything else. Her face was lined from it. “Please,” I went on. “I’m just… I’m really tired.”

She and Erick looked at each other, in silent conversation for a moment. Then she sighed. “Fine. But then he goes.”

Dad and I squeezed into the backseat next to Celeste, who looked at us like we were strangers. I sat between them, and she scooted as close to the window as she could, giving me a wide berth. Guilt twisted my stomach once more.

Erick and Mom rode in the front, and Erick drove rather than relying on the self-steering controls. I didn’t think I’d ever seen anyone actually drive this car before. We sat silently until he pulled the car onto the Santos Creek bridge. Then Mom caught my eye in the rearview mirror. 

“Okay, Isaak. Ready whenever you are. Are you going to tell us where you’ve been?”

I took a deep breath through my nose. Here’s the part where they wrote me off as crazy.

And I told them. About the artifact I’d found at Erick’s dig site, and its connection to the coin we’d found among Dad’s possessions in our backyard. How I’d used it to track down a disgraced scientist who turned out to be none other than Dad’s former coworker at the factory. How I’d run when GSAF tracked me, and it led me to the postern in the caves.

“But why did you run?” my mom demanded as we pulled into the garage. “Why didn’t you just hand it over to them? Isaak, I’ve always taught you to cooperate with the police, not run from them! Running only makes things worse.”

I gritted my teeth, scooting out after Celeste and slamming the car door shut. “Mom, they’re up to something! They’ve been covering all this up!”

She rolled her eyes. “I don’t believe any of that nonsense, Isaak. That’s just Henry Sandhu talking.”

“And Henry’s right, Mom!” I snapped.

A weird look crossed over Mom’s face. She started to say something, but my dad interrupted.

“Look, Jess, would you just let the kid talk?” he said.

Her nostrils flared. “Do not call me Jess.”

“I’ve always called you Jess.”

“Not anymore.”

“Anyway,” I said pointedly. I didn’t want to be this irritated with my family so soon after coming back from Iamos, but they were making it incredibly difficult not to be. “So I used Dad’s coin to open the key…”

I told them about how the key unlocked the postern to Iamos as my mom led us all into the kitchen. Celeste drifted away from us, going to sit in the living room on a large, unfamiliar armchair in the place of our old faux-leather one. I could see her peeking surreptitiously around its winged back, like she still wanted to listen but didn’t want to get too close. 

Erick began to brew a pot of coffee. He poured himself, my mom, and—after a minute’s hesitation—my dad each a mug while I told them about what the citidome was like, about meeting Nadin and Ceilos, about the totalitarian nightmare that was the geroi and the System. He sank into a chair next to my mom, a concerned look on his face. They glanced at each other, and I trailed off, realizing how I probably sounded.

“Look, I know this must sound insane,” I said hesitantly.

“Of course not,” my mom responded woodenly.

“It’s not that, Isaak,” Erick added in a more convincing tone. “It’s just that this sounds an awful lot like what Henry—”

“We’re not going there, Erick,” my mom broke in firmly.

I looked back and forth between them. “What about Henry?” 

“Forget about Henry,” my mom said. “Tell us the rest of your story.”

I refused to be distracted. “What’s going on with Henry, Mom? What was he doing at the dig site today, anyway? If it’s really been two annums—”

“Two annums on the dot, actually,” Erick said. “You disappeared on this day in 2073.”

“Oh,” I said, looking down at the table. “So, what, that crowd was there for some kind of memorial or something?” I wasn’t sure if I was moved or weirded out. I started scratching at a dried-out coffee ring with my fingernail and said, “I probably ought to get a hold of Henry later and let him know I’m okay. I didn’t get to talk to him earlier.”

“No,” my mom said abruptly.

I blinked at her. “What do you mean, no?”

She crossed her arms. “I’m sorry, did all that time on ‘Iamos’”—she made air quotes with her fingers, which I found kind of offensive—“make you forget how to speak English? Let me give it to you in Spanish, then: No.”

“Cute, Mom,” I scoffed.

“I’m serious, Isaak. I don’t want you speaking to that boy. Tamara, either.”

“But why?”

“How can you ask me that question? Isaak, those two led you astray. They got you involved in something you should never have been involved in. Something that made you disappear without a single trace for two years. I just got you back, I’m not going to let you vanish again.” She stamped her foot firmly. “I don’t want you hanging around them anymore.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me, Mom. They didn’t get me involved in anything, it was the other way around! Our family was already embroiled in this ages ago. Or did you forget that Dad’s the one who went to Iamos in the first place?”

That was a mistake—it turned her attention back to Dad. “As a matter of fact, I did. Tell me, Raymond, how did you manage to wind up on an alien planet, and then drag our son there as well?” Her voice was dripping sarcasm. She didn’t believe me. How could she have not believed me?

“I was so desperate to get away from you, I didn’t care how far.” My dad glowered, sinking into his chair and crossing his arms. “Is that what you want me to say, Jess?”

I groaned. “Are you two going to keep this up all night? And I’ve been trying to explain to you, Mom—Iamos isn’t an alien planet. It’s Mars. It’s Mars from the past. Thousands of years ago, when there was still life on the planet. But their time is running out. The planet’s dying. It’s going to wind up how it was when we found it. We have to do something, or all those people are going to die.”

She stared at me, her expression unreadable.

“I’m telling the truth, Mom!”

“He is, Jesica,” Dad put in. “I know it seems impossible, but it’s true. It’s all true.” I glanced at him in surprise, but he stubbornly refused to meet my eyes.

My mom sighed and slumped back in her chair. “Okay. All right. I just… need time to process this, I suppose. Why don’t we call it a night? You can tell me more about it tomorrow. For now, I just”—she pinched the bridge of her nose between her fingers—“I just want to appreciate the fact that you’re home.”

We wound up ordering pizza, and while we waited for the delivery drone, Erick went into the bedroom to make a couple calls. I watched him disappear down the hall, a weird hollowness eating away at my chest. He lived here now, too. That was going to be an adjustment to say the least.

When he emerged, he approached my dad, who was still sitting next to me at the kitchen table, staring at his empty coffee mug. “One of my colleagues at Kimbal rents a room to professors on sabbatical. He doesn’t have a lodger right now, since we’re coming up to the end of term and most intersessions on Earth have started already. He said you can stay there for the time being. No worries about rent.”

I thought that was surprisingly generous, but Dad just scowled.

“Great. Super. Kicked out of my own house—but my wife’s new man found me accommodations.”

Erick’s face hardened. “You’ve been gone a long time, Raymond. You can’t hold the world hostage because of your own reckless actions. I want to help you because I realize not all of this was your fault. But if you’re going to spit on my hospitality, I think you know where the door is.”

Dad stared at him for a long minute. Then he stood. “Your friend lives in Curiosity Bay?”

“Yes.”

Dad pulled his wallet out of his back pocket. It was, as usual, void of cash, but he did have his ADOT pass. “We’ll see if this still works,” he said. Erick led him to the door. He glanced at me one last time over his shoulder before disappearing.

I wasn’t sure if I was sorry to see him go.

No one talked much during dinner. After we finished eating, I went to the bathroom, splashing water on my face and scrubbing at my fingernails with soap to try to get the rest of the red dirt out from under them. Then I went to my room, changing out of the silver Iamoi bodysuit into a comfortable t-shirt and jeans. My clothes smelled a bit musty from all that time in the closet, but they fit fine. Of course. They hadn’t changed, and neither had I.

I tossed the bodysuit into a corner, unsure of what to do with it, and sat sullenly at the foot of my bed. That’s where I stayed, watching out the window as the world outside grew darker. Mom’s garden had different plants growing in it now, but it was as neat as ever. There wasn’t a spider weed to be seen. Knee-high green stalks swayed in the cold breeze that had kicked up as the sun started going down. Everything was different, but I was the same. How was I ever going to catch back up?

I wondered if Tamara knew I was back yet. Had she been part of that crowd earlier, and I hadn’t seen her? What was she thinking? And Abuelo—Mom hadn’t mentioned anything about him or Abuela. Were they both okay still, back on Earth? 

I drew my knees up into my chest, resting my forehead against them. And what about Nadin? Was she safe? How was I going to find her again?

When it got too dark to see, I stood and walked over to my dresser, picking up my Speculus headset and wiping the dust off it with the hem of my shirt. My palmtop was long gone, so I couldn’t text Henry, but Mom apparently hadn’t thought to take this away. I could still go on chat with him, and we could figure out how to find Nadin. I placed it over my head and pressed the power button. Nothing. I sighed. I hadn’t plugged in the set after I’d used it last, since my battery was almost full. No one else had plugged it in, either, so the battery had run down completely. It would probably need overnight to charge. I fished around for the cord, which had slipped partially behind the dresser, and plugged it into my headset.

I sank down on my bed again, overwhelmed. How had everything gotten so messed up? I wished there was some way I could go back in time, without causing a paradox or any of that crap Emil had warned me about. I wished I could make it so I’d never gone to Iamos in the first place.

But what about Nadin and the other Iamoi? What would have happened to them if you hadn’t?

Everything was such a torquing mess.

I heard a small sound through the wall behind my headboard. I frowned, listening carefully. There it was again.

Oh, Cristo.

Slowly I stood, brushing off the knees of my musty jeans, and went out into the hallway. The noise was a little louder from out here. Crying. I went to Celeste’s door and knocked.

Sniffles, and then a phlegmy “Come in.”

Celeste was lying on her bed with her face buried in her pillows. Her room looked different. Her furniture had been rearranged, and she had a new bedspread with cartoon characters on it that I didn’t recognize. Probably a new Disney flick or something that had come out while I was gone. Matching curtains framed the window. It was so dark outside that the glass became a mirror, reflecting the light from the lamp and my hazy form back at me.

“Hey,” I said, sinking onto the bed next to her and putting a hand on her back. She didn’t roll over to look at me, but she didn’t flinch away, either. “Are you okay, Celeste?” I said it like Abuelo always had—“Ce-lest-eh.”

She nodded her head against the pillows. Finally, she rolled over and looked at me. Her face was red, her eyes bloodshot. I leaned over and grabbed a tissue out of the glittery pink box on her nightstand. She wiped her face off and blew her nose.

“Is it really you, Zak?” she asked.

I nodded. “Yeah. It’s really me.”

She nodded back, trying to fight the resurgence of tears. “Bianca said you were dead. She said I was stupid to believe you weren’t.”

“Bianca has always been a jerk.”

She giggled stickily. “She really has,” she agreed. For just a second, I could see the old Celeste on her face. My kid sister. Then she sobered once more. “Are you going to go away again?”

“No,” I started to say, but I broke off. It wasn’t all over yet, despite the fact that Joseph Condor had been weirdly accommodating. We still needed to help the Iamoi, and Emil…

Celeste watched me knowingly. “If you have to go again, you’ll tell us this time, right?”

“Yes. It was an accident before. I never would have gone without telling you guys if I’d known.”

“I know,” she said softly. Her eyebrows scrunched again, and she squeezed her eyes shut, putting her hands over her face.

“I’m sorry, Celeste,” I said quietly. “I’m so, so sorry.”

She nodded and crawled awkwardly over to me, curling up against me. I put my arms around her and squeezed her tight.

“I missed you, Zak,” she said into my chest.

“I missed you, too, Celeste,” I whispered.

Finally, she pulled away, looking up at me with red-rimmed eyes. “Zak,” she said, almost shyly. “Could you… could you tell me the rest about Iamos? I want to hear it.”

I blinked at her. The corners of my mouth turned up involuntarily. “Sure thing. This is going to be quite a bedtime story, though. Hope it doesn’t give you nightmares.”

She giggled. “It’s okay. I don’t need a bedtime story. I’m not a little kid anymore. I just want to know. I want to hear the truth, even if Mom doesn’t believe you.”

She sounded so grown up when she said that, my voice caught in my throat for a minute. “All right,” I said, swallowing. “Buckle up, then. What would you say if I told you I’d ridden a dinosaur?”

She gasped. “No way!”

“Well, you’d better believe it, because it’s an important part of the story.”

I told her everything, while outside the window a cold wind blew.
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My mind was still reeling as the woman led me into a large, square office with a window that took up the entire wall across from the door. Pots with green plants were scattered throughout the room, large ones in the corners and a smaller one on the center edge of a big desk. My eyes lingered a moment on the bright, rounded leaves. I had to force them away. “I don’t understand,” I said as the man who spoke Iamoi closed the door after us. “How could you be expecting me?”

“Well, not you, specifically. But we were hoping a representative for your people would appear at some point,” the man said with a smile. He gestured to one of three plush chairs across from the desk, while the woman sat behind it. “Please, kyrin, have a seat.”

I sat, keeping my shoulders square and my back straight as I’d often seen Gerouin Melusin do. The thought of my mother sent a pang of guilt and a small stab of anger through my chest, but if this man knew enough of the castes to address me as “kyrin,” I needed to act the part.

“You know my name,” I said to the man in Iamoi, “but I cannot say the same of you. Who are you?”

Rather than respond, the man translated my question to the pale-haired woman. She smiled and looked directly at me. “My name is Kate Ponsford. I’m the governor of Aeolis Province, which is where you are right now. This is Stephen Moyer. He’s a linguist who’s studied your people’s language.”

Stephen Moyer began to translate this, but I waved him off. “You are GSAF?” I asked in English.

She raised an eyebrow. “In a way, yes. I was appointed governor by the Global Space and Astronautics Federation on Earth. This building is their administrative headquarters for the province.”

That I did not understand. Seeing my confusion, Stephen Moyer translated her words, but the technicalities were still lost on me. It was unimportant, I decided. Isaak had said that GSAF on Mars was similar to the gerotus on Iamos—that was enough for me.

“How do you know about my people? Enough for this man to be able to speak our language? I was told that the Iamoi were…” A lump in my throat caught my voice. I swallowed and tried again. “That we had…” I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t say the words out loud. 

That we were all dead.

“It’s true that when our people came here this planet was uninhabited,” Kate Ponsford said gently, her eyebrows furrowed in concern. “As we’ve lived here, we began to study the planet more, and we uncovered some of the artifacts of your people. That’s how we came to understand that there were humans here before us.”

Humans. She made no distinction between Iamoi and Simoi. It was such an important difference to us, though. The origin of the humans on this planet spelled the difference between my people living or dying.

I rubbed the bridge of my nose between my fingers. “But I do not understand. Isaak said that no one on Mars knew about us.”

Kate Ponsford looked at Stephen Moyer. They seemed to share a silent conversation for a moment; then finally Stephen Moyer said in Iamoi, “Many things have changed since Isaak passed through the postern. How much did he—”

The door opened, and he broke off mid-sentence. A man entered, tall and lean with brown hair tinged silver. I recognized him as the man with the glass eyes, but now he had removed that apparatus, revealing irises an even lighter blue than my own.  He closed the door behind him.

“Ah, Joseph,” Kate Ponsford said. “Come in, have a seat.”

I followed him with my gaze. “Where is Isaak?” I asked. The last time I’d seen him, this man had been holding him tightly by the arm. They’d seemed antagonistic toward each other. The fact that this man was here alone now made me nervous.

The man smiled coolly at me, sitting in the empty chair next to Stephen Moyer. “Isaak is fine. He’s with his family now. They’re taking him home.”

Relief washed over me, and my shoulders relaxed, my spine slumping ever so slightly. Isaak had seemed so frightened of this man and of GSAF, but obviously his fears had been misplaced. “When can I see him again?” I asked.

Stephen Moyer and Kate Ponsford looked at each other again.

“We’ll arrange something,” the blue-eyed man said, his cool smile unwavering. “In the meantime, we have many questions to ask you.”

“Yes, I have questions for you as well.” I hesitated, then turned to Stephen Moyer. In Iamoi I said, “I was hoping Isaak would be here to help me. He knows our situation, and he also knows the ways of your people better than I do. I thought perhaps he could help interpret.”

“That’s what I am here for, kyrin,” Stephen Moyer replied. “I’ve been assigned to act as your interpreter.”

I shifted uncomfortably. “I suppose that will do,” I said. For now.

“We were just telling Nadin about our discovery of the Iamoi artifacts,” Kate Ponsford said to the blue-eyed man. “Since you’ve worked more directly with the System, Joseph, I thought you might be able to give her some more information.”

“The System?” I interrupted. “You know about the System?”

The three of them stared at me for a moment. “My goodness, she speaks English well,” Kate Ponsford finally said with a laugh. “Did Isaak teach you?”

“Yes,” I said slowly, my eyes moving between the three of them. I had the unpleasant suspicion that they hadn’t wanted me to understand everything they were saying. 

“The System was a discovery we made relatively recently, kyrin,” Stephen Moyer said, turning the conversation back to where it had been before the blue-eyed man they called Joseph had entered the room. “We’ve been trying to decrypt it for some time, but only recently made enough headway to access small amounts of data. Most of these were the final video recordings stored on the System. Our scholars taught ourselves your language using these videos. You were in a number of them, which is how we came to recognize you. We suspect the System lost functionality shortly after those recordings were made.”

My heart beat erratically. If some of the last recordings on the System were of me, what did that mean? That the cataclysm was coming soon? Within weeks of Isaak and me leaving Iamos? Days?

Hush, Nadin, I told myself. Remember what Isaak said. This could be a sign. Our mission is destined to be successful. We will evacuate and shut the System down. The thought calmed me.

“In a few of the recordings, we saw Isaak Contreras, a boy from our province who had been missing for some time. That is how we realized that your people had some means of time travel that he had inadvertently stumbled across,” Stephen Moyer said. “We were hoping that meant if he could travel backward, he might also be able to travel forward. This is why we’ve been waiting.”

“But you must understand, Nadin,” Kate Ponsford put in swiftly, “this information was classified. Do you know what that word means?” 

When I shook my head, Stephen Moyer translated. “Not all of this information had been passed on to the general public before Isaak left Mars. Like the geroi of your time, GSAF is responsible for the population. More than that—we’re responsible for the welfare of the planet, including its history and culture. We wanted to wait until we understood everything about the System before we made the announcement. There are many unscrupulous people who have been known to raid archaeological sites to steal artifacts and sell them for profit. We needed to be able to conduct our studies without the threat of thieves.”

“Unfortunately, some bad actors leaked the information,” Joseph interrupted. “Hence the riot you witnessed earlier. They felt we were covering up what had happened to Isaak. The truth was, we’ve known for some months that he was with you, but without more advanced knowledge of the System, we were unable to reach him. We had to wait and trust that your people would be able to help him.”

I narrowed my eyes, trying to process what he was saying. “So that’s why the people were angry?”

“Yes. But now that you’re here, things should settle down. I don’t anticipate any more riots,” Kate Ponsford said with a smile.

I exhaled, settling back into the plush chair. It was much softer than the woven copper chairs I was used to on Iamos. “That’s good,” I said. Then I sat forward again, squaring my shoulders once more. “But that doesn’t address the purpose of me being here. Kyrin Kate Ponsford, I’m here on behalf of my people. If you have access to the System, then you must know the severity of our situation. Our planet is dying. If we do not evacuate, our population will be decimated. We need your help.”

Kate Ponsford nodded, her expression grave. “Of course, we understand that your situation is dire. But I don’t know how we could help you. In matters of time travel…”

I shook my head in frustration. I could see where her thoughts were leading her—as Emil warned, if events in the past were changed it could be disastrous. “The proposal we had is one that would not alter the course of events that have already been set. We… that is, Isaak…” I closed my eyes. It sounded so ridiculous to say aloud. I wished Isaak were here; I’d feel less idiotic if I had someone with me. Why had they split us up? “We were hoping that the Iamoi may be permitted to settle here. In this time.”

Silence. I tentatively opened my eyes. All three of them were staring at me. Kate Ponsford’s mouth was agape, and Stephen Moyer’s was pressed into a thin line. Joseph, on the other hand, was giving me the same disapproving look I’d seen on the faces of the geroi time and time again throughout my life. My first instinct was to wish to disappear into the vacuum of space, but then a defiant anger rippled through me. I refused to let them condescend to me. I was here on a mission, and I was not going to let them deter me.

“I understand that this is a sudden request, but it is only made out of absolute need. On Iamos, our core belief is that all lives are one. Our people are different from yours, but as you said earlier—we are all human. The last several weeks I have spent getting to know Isaak, one of your people. From all I know of him, I know that to at least some extent, you share this core belief. You cannot leave us to die.”

Joseph cleared his throat. I looked at him, but before he could speak, Kate Ponsford interrupted.

“Yes, Nadin. Of course we do,” she said, her words rushed. She gave the blue-eyed man a severe look before leveling her gaze on me. “We would like to help you. But you must realize, I can’t speak for all of GSAF.”

“Then let me speak with the others. Your… your gerotus. Surely you must have one.”

She hesitated, then nodded. “Of course. I’ll arrange a meeting for you. But it will take time. It could be several months.”

I squeezed my eyes closed. I had known, deep down, that this wouldn’t happen overnight. The posternkey was programmed to take us back to just moments after we left, but Isaak had repeatedly said before we left that he had no idea how long it would take for us to secure GSAF’s help. At that time, I’d thought I would have Ceilos here to help me, he and his mastery of persuasion. 

But I was alone. I would have to accept it. 

“I understand, Kate Ponsford,” I said. “I am willing to wait.”

She smiled. “Excellent, Nadin. You’re welcome to stay in Tierra Nueva as our guest until a meeting with GSAF’s delegates on Earth can be arranged. And we may have need of you in the meantime.”

“Need of me?” I repeated.

“The System,” Joseph said. His arms were folded across his chest.

I looked at him in confusion. Between us, Stephen Moyer chuckled hollowly. “Remember, our scientists have been trying to decode it for months now, but we’ve made very little headway. As a native user, you could help us understand it better and access the areas we’ve been unable to reach.”

“Oh,” I said. “I suppose. I am not as well-versed on its inner workings as some of our other people, though. My partner, Ceilos, would be able to help you more, but he was… unable to accompany me here.” I swallowed down the lump that formed in my throat. “If you would be willing to wait—”

“We’ll take whatever help we can get. I’m sure you’re more capable than you give yourself credit for,” said Joseph. His tone indicated that he was not, in fact, willing to wait. I furrowed my brows.
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