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For my sister


Dear Reader,

 

The following novella takes place during the events of Fourth World, Book One of the Iamos Trilogy. It is recommended you read that book before beginning Different Worlds, as this will help you better understand Tamara and Henry’s story. Haven’t read Fourth World yet? You can find a preview of the first three chapters on my website.

 

Thank you for reading and for your support,

Lyssa Chiavari
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Everything changed when Isaak disappeared. Everything.

Of course, I didn’t know it at the time. I didn’t even realize he was gone, at first, or that he was in trouble. If I had, maybe things could have been different.

If I’m honest, though, that’s not even when everything changed. Really, it all started that Monday afternoon, when I got called out of my Algebra II class to go to the principal’s office. That hadn’t given me a heart attack or anything. I’d kind of been expecting it, what with the object currently residing in my basement—the one my friends and I had sort of “accidentally” brought home with us from the geological dig we were volunteering at on the weekends. But I was usually the sort of person that managed to avoid the principal’s office, so getting a call like that at all was still enough to send my nerves all over the map.

Maybe it was nothing, I told myself. I mean, GSAF had said they were going to follow up with us about the skeleton we’d uncovered on Sunday (yeah, this wasn’t exactly your typical geology project), so maybe that was all it was. A routine “tell us about what you saw and then you can go home” interview.

But somehow I doubted it.

My fears were confirmed when I made my way, palms sweating and heart pounding, onto the sky bridge to the administration building and found Isaak waiting for me. He told me that Joseph Condor knew about what we’d done. We had some serious covering up to do. Which was fine. I was ready to do it. I’d rehearsed my excuses all night the night before, when I’d been too worried to sleep. I was prepared for Joseph Condor.

I wasn’t prepared for what else happened that day.

That moment—out there, on the bridge, Isaak and me—that’s really when everything changed.

◦  •  ◦

My face was still burning when I got to the administration office. The receptionist smiled at me as I came in the doorway. The nameplate on her desk read Mrs. Finch. “Hi,” she said. “Tamara, right?”

“Yeah,” I replied distractedly. I shouldn’t have done that. Why had I done that? God, I’d probably ruined everything now. Stupid, stupid.

“Mr. Culver would like to see you,” Mrs. Finch said. “He’s in the boardroom down the hall. Are you okay, sweetie?”

“What?” I squeaked, then cursed internally. Now was not the time to be acting like a space case. Not with Joseph Condor probably listening in on everything I was saying. I needed to focus on the matter at hand, not on the idiotic thing I’d done out on the breezeway.

“Your face is really red. Do you have a fever?” Mrs. Finch came out from behind her desk, reaching her hand toward my forehead. I shrank back.

“Uh, I don’t think so,” I said, smiling as convincingly as I could manage. “It’s probably just a sunburn or something. I’ve been outside a lot recently. The room down the hall?”

“Yes, down here, Tamara.” I jerked my head in the direction of the voice. Mr. Culver, the Academy’s principal, was leaning out the door of the third room on the right. I scooted down the hall after him, away from Mrs. Finch and her grabby hands.

“What’s up, Mr. Culver?” I asked, feigning ignorance. “I got a notice that you wanted to see me.”

“Not quite,” said a voice from behind the principal. I didn’t react, though the sound made a shiver run down my back.

“Mr. Condor,” I said, smiling politely and reaching across the table to shake his hand, then the hands of the two men on either side of him. “Is there anything wrong?”

“No, no,” he replied as I sank into the chair next to Mr. Culver. “Just routine. We’re following up with all the students who were on site yesterday. I understand you were in Trench Twenty-One at the time of the discovery.” When I nodded, he went on, “Would you mind telling me what you saw?”

I drew a shaky breath. “Of course not. I didn’t see a lot, mind you. I was in a different grid area.” I’d never forget what happened, though, even if I did only catch the end of it. The person who found it was a college student, so I hadn’t talked to them before. But when they figured out what, exactly, they’d dug up? Their scream was loud enough—if you’ll excuse the expression—to wake the dead. It rang through my fitful dreams all last night. I told Joseph Condor as much.

“It kind of went nuts after that,” I said. “I was completely freaked out, so I went to go find… my friends.” I’d blurted it out before I could stop myself, and I smiled awkwardly, hoping he wouldn’t press that. So, of course, he totally did.

“Yes, your friends. Priscilla Hwang and Isaak Contreras.” He smirked. “I just had a little chat with Isaak, in fact. You didn’t run into him on your way over here?”

“No,” I said warily. “I haven’t seen Isaak since homeroom this morning.”

“But you did see him last night,” said Condor.

“What?”

The man on Condor’s left gestured to the deskpad on the table in front of him. “Geolocation indicates Isaak Contreras, Priscilla Hwang and another student not on site yesterday, one Arun Sandhu, were at your house for most of the afternoon and evening. Isaak Contreras didn’t leave until well after 9:00 PM.”

My stomach lurched. Were these people stalking me? Was that even legal? 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know it was a crime to have my friends over,” I snapped.

Joseph Condor lifted his eyebrow. “You seem a bit jittery, Miss Torres.”

“Randall-Torres,” I corrected him. “I’m sorry, I’m just…” Calm down, Tamara. There’s no reason to get defensive. I sniffled, trying to make my emotional outbursts seem a bit more convincing. “I’m not used to being in trouble.”

“You’re not in trouble, Tamara,” Mr. Culver said hastily. “Mr. Condor here is just trying to get the facts about what happened. You haven’t done anything wrong.”

Condor looked like he didn’t appreciate the interruption, not to mention the assertion of my innocence. But I sniffed again and smiled at the principal. “I understand. I’m sorry. We were all just kind of scared last night. Finding, you know, a dead body”—I said this heavily, for maximum sympathy points—“is awfully scary. And especially for Isaak, since his dad’s been missing for so long…”

That got Joseph Condor’s attention. “There’s been no missing person’s report filed.” There was no question in his voice, but he glanced at the two men on either side of him for confirmation; one started frantically tapping on his deskpad, while the other yanked out his palmtop.

“There hasn’t,” I said, “because his mom thought he’d just ditched them.” Which was probably true, though I wouldn’t dare say that. “But he hasn’t contacted Isaak at all since he left. What would you think? We all thought it. That’s why he was at my house so late. My moms had him stay for dinner because they felt bad.”

At the mention of my moms, Mr. Culver suddenly snapped into full defense attorney mode. He must have remembered whose corporate donations funded half the Academy’s budget. “Now, now, Mr. Condor,” he burst out, “I think poor Tamara has been through enough of this. She told you her story, and I must point out that she is one of our finest students, and her family are very upstanding members of our community. Surely you have all the information you need now. We shouldn’t keep Tamara away from her studies any longer.”

“Yeah, finals are coming up,” I said, eager for the chance to escape. “The last thing I want is to bomb algebra.” 

Condor looked dubious, but he nodded his head. I grinned in relief, shaking his hand again before dashing out of the office as fast as my feet could carry me. I barely even glanced at Mrs. Finch on my way out the door.

I stopped on the sky bridge to catch my breath, my heart still pounding in my ears. I’d never done anything like that before. Lying to the principal, and GSAF on top of it? Even though I knew this was way more important than anything else, the guilt was crushing.

Out of habit, I slid my palmtop out of my jeans pocket and moved to text Isaak. All clear, I wrote. U ok? But I hesitated before hitting send. GSAF had known that Isaak had been at my house the night before. Could they read our text messages, too?

I looked up from my palmtop, glancing over at the place Isaak had been standing no more than twenty minutes before—when I did what I did. My face got hot again.

Stupid, stupid.

I pressed delete on the text and went back to Algebra II, deciding I would talk to Isaak later.

That was probably the stupidest thing of all.


 

 

 

 

 

 

[image: Chapter 2]

 

[image:  ]

 

[image: Henry]

 

Everything went to straight to hell when Isaak disappeared.

I should have known something like this was going to happen. I, of all people, should have seen it coming. But of course I didn’t. I was just what I’d always accused Isaak, and Tamara, and all our classmates at the Academy of being: complacent.

If I’d been thinking clearly, I would have realized something was up when Isaak didn’t text me back that afternoon. But I didn’t. I just figured that he didn’t want to get busted texting in class. There was only an hour left before school got out; he’d text me then, and we could head over to this David Hassan guy’s apartment and figure out W.T.F. was going on around here.

The only problem was, I was totally wrecked. I hadn’t slept well on Saturday night because I was so torqued off at Isaak for being such a damn lapdog for GSAF. And, okay, maybe I felt a little bad for what I’d said, too. I didn’t mean to be such a dick, really. It just happened sometimes. 

So, yeah, that may have contributed a bit to my insomnia.

And then on top of it, I hadn’t slept at all last night, either. I’d been determined to figure out who this David Hassan guy was. I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was going to be the key to everything. That he would have the answers we needed. Even stronger than that, there was the insistent nagging in my mind that I knew him somehow. And that intense déjà vu sensation was doing a major number on my head.

I needed to lie down for a minute. Just rest my eyes for a little bit, until school got out and Isaak could meet me over here. Then we’d get to the bottom of this.

That was the plan, anyway. Then the next thing I knew, I was waking up and it was pitch black outside. I stared groggily at the darkness out my open window for a full minute, wondering how it had come on so fast, when I realized that my palmtop was buzzing on the nightstand beside me. An incoming call.

I fumbled for my palmtop, just registering as I started to answer it that it wasn’t Isaak—but it was an address I recognized.

“Dr. Garcia?” I said, my voice still thick with sleep. Her face filled the screen, wan beneath the fluorescent lights of her garden shed-slash-lab.

“Oh, Henry, thank God. I’ve been trying to reach someone for hours. Is Isaak with you? Why is it so dark?”

I blinked in confusion. “No, Isaak’s not here. I haven’t talked to him since”—I fumbled for the lamp next to my bed, trying to do the math in my head—“I dunno. A while. I was home sick from school today.” Not quite true, but good enough.

Isaak’s mom let out a few choice Spanish cuss words. “If he’s not with you, then where is he?” Her voice broke on the last word in a way that made me feel inexplicably guilty. “He was supposed to come straight home from school today. He’s grounded for a week. Ay, when he gets home, he’s going to be grounded for a hell of a lot longer than that. You’re sure he’s not with you? I even tried to track his palmtop, but it’s showing that it’s offline.”

I swallowed. Now I was starting to feel worried, too. “No. I’m sorry. I texted him earlier, but the last time I actually heard back from him was last night when we were on Speculus.”

“He was on Speculus last night? That boy really doesn’t understand the concept of grounded, does he?” She laughed in a hysterical way, then pinched her nose between her fingers. “Henry, please, if you can track him down… I just want him to come home. You know what? Screw the grounding. Please. I just want him home.” She was crying. Goddammit.

Lamely, I said, “I’ll try to find him, Dr. Garcia.” I don’t know if she heard me before she disconnected. I stared down at the palmtop as it blinked the time at me. 22:37. I’d been asleep a good eight hours.

What the frick, Isaak?

I pulled up my text app to see if he might have tried to get a hold of me while I was asleep, but there were no messages from him. I did have a couple from that guy I’d found on the agorist chatspace asking about that stupid coin, but he was just going to have to wait.

Dude, I texted Isaak, my thumb tapping rapidly, where r u? ur mom just called me & flipped her shit.

No response came. A moment later, a red X appeared on my screen. Message delivery failure.

My heart was pounding rapidly at this point. Something was really wrong. Where was he?

I swiped through my contacts, looking for the next likely candidate. Tamara. Tam, have u seen Zak? I texted.

I waited. This time the message went through, but no read receipt followed. And no response, either. She must not have her palmtop, I reasoned with myself, trying to swallow down my panic.

I tried Scylla next. She did answer, but only to say that she hadn’t been able to get in touch with them, either. I moved to respond, but then a second message came in. Old blue eyes showed up at my dorm today. Think they’re with him?

I let out a long string of profanity. Old Blue Eyes—that was the ultra-original codename for Joseph Condor that Scylla had come up with on our way to the train station last night. Apparently Isaak wasn’t the only one weirded out by his creepy pale eyes. If Joseph Condor had shown up at school today, who knew what had happened? Maybe he’d caught them with that ancient relic Scylla sneaked off-site yesterday. If that was the case, we were all screwed. The cops were probably on their way to my apartment right now.

I got up and started pacing around the room, raking my fingers through my hair, pulling at it anxiously. There had to be a way out of this, I just had to think—

My palmtop buzzed. I glanced down at the bed and nearly collapsed with relief. A text from Isaak.

Sorry, he wrote. Things are kind of crazy. I’ll explain when I see you. I’m on my way to DH’s now. Meet me there?

I stared at the message in disbelief. What had taken him so long? It doesn’t take seven torquing hours to get from the Academy to the south side of town, which is how long it had been since school let out. WTF’s going on? Y didn’t u text me? I wrote. I hesitated for a moment, then added, my fingers shaking ever-so-slightly, Is Tamara w/ u?

A long pause, with nothing but gray ellipses indicating he was typing a response. Then, Can’t text. I’ll tell you in person.

I didn’t like this. Something felt wrong. But he was right—we couldn’t exactly text, especially if GSAF was onto us. My palmtop was pretty well encrypted, but Isaak never would let me encrypt his for fear of torquing off his mom. Regardless, the government was notorious for sucking up data from signal providers, tech companies, the whole nine yards. I wasn’t quite willing to trust putting anything potentially incriminating in writing.

B there in 10, I wrote at last, pressing send before I could think twice.

I changed out of the rank-smelling clothes I’d been wearing for the last thirty-six hours and pulled on my shoes, creeping out into the hallway. Mom was working an overnight shift tonight, but Dad should be home by now. I breathed out a sigh of relief when I noticed he was snoring in the recliner in the living room, still in his factory uniform, his dastaar askew. If I was lucky, he’d stay asleep and would never even realize I was gone.

The air outside was brisk and had that gnarly boiled-cabbage smell that the south part of town got on nights when it was cool and humid. David Hassan’s apartment was just a couple blocks away from mine. The skin on my arms prickled with goosebumps. I told myself it was just the cold air, but I knew it had more to do with nerves. Isaak had better have a good explanation for himself. And this David Hassan had better be worth the trouble.

I stopped outside the apartment building, looking up at it warily. Light streamed from a few of the windows, but for the most part it looked abandoned. I glanced at the empty street. Isaak was nowhere to be seen. Should I wait for him outside? There was no one around, but I didn’t know if anyone could see me through their windows. The last thing I wanted was for someone to call the cops because a “shifty-looking” person was hanging around outside their building—which had happened to me on more than one occasion.

I hesitated another minute, then decided to go inside. Maybe he was already waiting for me there. I paused in the stairwell to send Isaak a quick text. I’m here, where r u? I kept my palmtop in my hand as I climbed the stairs, but no response came.

The door to apartment 3-F was ajar. I froze when I saw it, open just the tiniest crack. “Isaak?” I said quietly. Even at that volume, my voice seemed to echo around the empty hall. My hands were sweaty as I reached for the knob and pushed the door open wide enough to stick my head in. “Isaak? Dr. Hassan?”

Nobody was here. The apartment was dark, but it smelled kind of smoky inside. I realized why when I slipped inside—there was a fire smoldering out in the fireplace. The embers glowed dimly, a deep, seething red.

I looked around me. There wasn’t a whole lot of furniture, apart from a folding table in the kitchen and a beat-up looking sectional in the living room. There were more books than anything else. The wall across from the fireplace was lined with cheap fiberboard bookcases, the shelves stuffed with ancient paperbacks. I stared at these in confusion. Most people didn’t have many paper books, and those that did mostly had really nice collector sets, not seventy-five-year-old mass market crap. My eyes lingered on a set of science fiction books. I recognized some of the authors here, the cult classics that I’d raised myself on: Asimov, Herbert, LeGuin. At least the dude had good taste.

Then I glanced up and saw a row of trashy romance novels above the science fiction books. Okay, maybe not.

“Anyone home?” I called out again. Silence. It was obvious that Isaak hadn’t made it here yet. I probably should get out of here before David Hassan turned up and charged me with breaking and entering.

But I paused as I passed the fireplace and noticed a flash of color among the embers. I crouched, looking down at the smoldering fire. The dried spider weeds he’d been using in place of logs had crumbled down to almost nothing, but there was an unburned fragment of paper poking out of the pile of ash. A snatch of blue dress, and two embossed letters, DU. A book cover?

I glanced over my shoulder at the fiberboard shelves. Was David Hassan just keeping those books to use as kindling? Seemed a little extreme.

A noise at the door made me jump. Shit. I was busted now. How was I supposed to talk my way out of this one?

Before I could move, the door opened wide and I saw an unfamiliar man in a suit standing in the hallway. Too young to be David Hassan. But that could mean only one thing, and I didn’t like it one bit.

“He’s here, boss,” the man said.

I bolted. GSAF, it had to be. We were caught. The doorway was blocked, so I launched myself toward the fire escape. The man in the doorway hurtled after me, but I was faster—at least, until I collided with another suit standing on the balcony outside. I didn’t have time to recover. My fist swung wildly out at him, but he blocked me easily. We struggled for a minute, but then the first guy caught up and managed to pry me off his buddy. I was finished.

“Ah, Mr. Sandhu,” a voice said behind me. I turned slowly. A tall, narrow man stood in the shadows of the dim living room. “At last we meet. I wondered what was taking you so long.” He stepped closer, the light from the street lamps outside reflecting off a pair of eerie, ice-blue eyes. This could only be one person.

Joseph Condor.

My stomach fell. We were busted. Completely and one hundred percent busted. Was that why Isaak wasn’t here? Had he been arrested? But then what about—

No. Don’t think it. Do not.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, trying to drown out my thoughts with my own voice. “Where’s Isaak?”

He lifted his eyebrow. “I was hoping you’d be able to tell me that.” When I said nothing, he smiled. “I’m going to need you to come with us.”

My muscles tensed. For a brief instant, I thought maybe I could do it—I could run for it. But there was no way. I couldn’t get away from them now. They’d just find me again, and I’d be in even worse trouble. I nodded mutely.

I glanced up at the sky as the suits led me out of the apartment building. Through the gray haze above me, I could just make out the blinking lights of a circling helicopter. I focused on that rather than the itching in my fingers, the need to pull out my palmtop and send her one more text. To find some way to warn her, even though it was probably way too late.

Because through the whole altercation, there’d been only one thing in my mind. Even though it was terrible of me, even though Isaak was who-knows-where. I really was worried about him, worried sick. But I couldn’t stop thinking about the fact that she hadn’t answered me, either. And just like always, there was her name in my head, over and over and over, taking precedence over everything else. Burning my insides like acid, sending me straight to hell. Reminding me that I really was the worst torquing friend on the planet.

“Coming, Mr. Sandhu?” Joseph Condor called. He stood beside a shiny black sedan with tinted windows, holding the door to the backseat open for me.

I nodded, looking away from the blinking lights in the sky. “I’m coming.”
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My stomach lurched as the boat rolled over the top of a particularly large wave. I looked up from the deskpad on my lap where I was doing my homework. We were close to the wharf now. I tried to tell myself that my churning stomach was seasickness, but I’d never been seasick before—I took this same ferry to and from Herschel Island twice a day, five days a week, after all. 

I folded the deskpad shut, zipping it into my messenger bag. There wasn’t enough time to get any more homework done, anyhow. I sighed, running a sticky hand through my hair, and slid my palmtop out of my jeans pocket for the fiftieth time in half an hour.

Nothing. I hadn’t heard from Isaak all afternoon. Finally, at eight o’clock, when my last music class got out and I couldn’t stand the waiting any longer, I had texted him. Just a brief, unincriminating, Everything ok? But he didn’t answer.
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