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      It felt like Daniella Obregón had looked forward to the boarding processional for her entire life. She hadn’t, of course. She hadn’t even known boarding processionals existed until a year ago.

      Oh, she’d seen them on old entertainments. The boarding processional was especially popular in starship romances—a tried-and-true genre that had more views than any other. As life got more and more grim, people turned to romance to keep their mind off the grimness—and starship romances made everyone feel like they could take a space cruiser to adventure and escape it all.

      But Daniella suspected no one could escape it all.

      She knew she couldn’t. She was single, but she wasn’t beautiful, not in the starship romance kinda way. In fact, she’d let beauty fall by the wayside nearly a decade ago when her looks garnered her all that unwanted attention.

      Now she dressed like everyone else—loose blue flight pants that could fold in on themselves if she had to don an environmental suit (which the space cruiser company vowed had never happened in all of their years of running ships); a blousy top made of the same shiny and thin material; and a ballcap with the ship’s logo that she got as an extra when she booked the trip. The cap was big enough to accommodate all of her silver and pink hair, which she had tucked inside of it.

      She didn’t look like everyone else, no matter how hard she tried, but at least she blended in for anyone who was scanning feeds or searching crowds. They’d have to zoom in on her face in order to figure out who, exactly, she was.

      The ballcap and the pile of hair that had slipped slightly down her neck prevented anyone from accessing her data dot as well. It was legal in places like ports to access a data dot remotely, but to do so required a clear image of that little hollow place where the skull met the neck.

      Having her hair slip like that made the inaccessibility look accidental. If someone challenged her on it, she would claim exhaustion, and a lack of attention as she traveled. She would never fight anyone in authority if they asked what was going on with her data dot, but she also didn’t want to be easily trackable.

      Being easily trackable had made her suffer enough.

      She stood in the center of the cruise line’s waiting area. The room felt vast, even though it really wasn’t. The ceiling appeared high because it looked like it reached higher than the eye could see.

      In actuality, it had a flat floor, with a curved dome above it. The floor was clear, which let in the fake sunlight from the dome, light so bright that it tricked the eye into believing that there was an actual sky above them.

      There probably was an actual sky somewhere above the cruise line headquarters, but Daniella hadn’t seen the sky coming in, even though she was on edge, looking for anomalies like she always did.

      She was an engineer by training, but she had spent years designing cities in faraway places, reviewing plans and making certain that cities conformed to the optimal designs for human comfort. So she knew how to look at edges.

      What she saw here confirmed the optical illusion that this place was big. The walls had a slight curve, and were darker along the bottom than they were in the middle. They vanished into that clear bridge across the ceiling, adding to the idea that the ceiling was a window that revealed a sky.

      The light helped as well. Golden light on Earth’s sunlight spectrum soothed as well as kept passengers awake and alert, so that they would be ready for each and every announcement.

      And there were a lot of announcements. Most of them had to do with individual passengers, identified by their ticket number for privacy. The announcements were made verbally, in an old-fashioned male voice that had a slightly clipped accent, just like the voices in those old entertainments.

      Passengers also received the announcements privately, of course, through their data dot, but everything on this cruise line was designed to replicate those entertainments, and everything in the entertainments was designed to replicate shipboard travel from an elegant and long-gone period on the vast oceans of Earth.

      She had never seen those oceans either, but she was aware of them, just like everyone in her department was aware of them. Earth cultures always built their cities around a water supply, a luxury that the early arrivals on many planets did not have.

      Cities had been built differently on the Mother Planet—messy and sloppy and disorganized, but always focused on the best way to use and deliver water.

      Here, on the dwarf planet Tiberious, not so much. In fact, the cruise line’s headquarters was built on a flat mountaintop far from Grandea, the main city in the habitable zone. From a distance, the headquarters looked like a round ship themselves, one that was so big and reached so high that it was surrounded by clouds.

      All of that was another deliberately designed optical illusion, but one that felt appropriate to the trip ahead.

      Daniella was looking forward to that trip ahead. She planned on a long sleep, followed by a privately delivered meal, and a lot of relaxation. She was combining business and pleasure: she had to get to the annual Engineering Conference on the space station Belikova, but she had nearly two months' lag before getting there, and she was between projects.

      In fact, being between projects was the reason she was going; she needed new and interesting work. She didn’t want to go back to the Urban Dwelling Initiative on Lakona, where she was based. She was getting tired. Besides, she had been there long enough. And she had a vague worry that her stalker would eventually figure out where she was.

      I’m sure he’s found a new focus by now, her boss said when she mentioned it. Especially after that time in jail.

      Her stalker, whom she hated to think of by name, had made her life a living hell throughout her twenties. He followed her everywhere, determined to make a future with her, whether she wanted one or not.

      Finally, he had “accidentally” run into her at the regular staff meeting held at a favorite restaurant. The terrifying encounter had left her bruised, the staff terrified, and made the restaurant consider banning everyone. The security team she had hired discovered that her stalker had illegally accessed her data dot, and that led (finally) to criminal charges, a trial, and jail. He was out now, but siloed, according to the authorities.

      She chose to believe them, because otherwise, she would be trapped forever on Lakona. She had started to visit job sites all over the sector, with an eye toward branching out to the New Territories.

      She was a bit tentative about it because of the varying privacy laws. Even though everyone in the Exeter Union had received a data dot at birth, each region could regulate how the data was accessed and used.

      Hence the conference at Space Station Belikova. She needed a change to her work, and perhaps a job in the New Territories would give her that.

      It would be a way to safely experience places outside of Lakona.

      The cruise would give her time to think, something she hadn’t had in the past ten years. Think and rest and plan for a future that overwork and the stalker crisis had put on hold for much too long.

      She had gotten the idea of taking a cruise ship to the New Territories a few years back when a friend had informed her that it was absolutely the best way to travel.

      And the best thing? her friend had said. Cruise lines are bound by law to honor court orders. So make sure all your documents are in order. If you do it right, there’s no way you can be on a ship with anyone whom you dislike, let alone someone who stalks and threatens you.

      Her friend had been right. But during those months when Daniella researched those claims, she watched too many entertainments about cruise lines. She also watched promotional vids posted by tourists who had traveled on cruise lines.

      All of them said they loved the boarding processional. It was the best way to start the trip, they had said, and it augured well for what was to come.

      The boarding processional took place just outside the waiting area. Each passenger had a number randomly assigned upon booking. The numbers did not correspond with the level of the ticket, nor with the quality of the room or how much the traveler spent for their jaunt across the system.

      It seemed, sometimes, that the cruise lines thought of everything they could do to protect the privacy of their passengers. That was why so many famous people used this company. They were guaranteed protection from their most rabid fans, a situation that made Daniella’s stalker seem like a minor inconvenience.

      The only time the famous had to mingle with the others was during the boarding processional, and most of them had private security to protect them as they walked up the boarding bridge to the ship.

      The boarding bridge was wide and beautiful, a cousin to that bridge near the ceiling of the waiting area. The boarding bridge was a reinforced dome too, that, according to the promotional material, actually went from the planet-bound headquarters to the ship in space, but the measurements didn’t work, at least, not as they were publicized.

      Daniella had checked, because she doublechecked everything. The flat mountaintop was not high enough to get out of the dwarf planet’s atmosphere, and there was no docking ring outside the dwarf planet’s orbit.

      From what she could find—and there wasn’t a lot due to privacy laws for big corporations—she suspected that the ship had a ground-to-space component, and the docking ring was actually in that make-believe cloud around the mountaintop.

      She didn’t like not knowing what exactly she was getting into, but she was willing to do it for this trip. She had learned that space travel, no matter how short, always entailed unknowns. And as a person who greatly disliked unknowns, she had a choice: she could become planetbound somewhere or she could stiffen her spine and force herself to suffer the discomfort to have a slight adventure.

      She liked arriving at strange places. She liked seeing the fruits of her labor in particular, visiting cities that she had helped design. Seeing them in person was so much better than seeing them holographically.

      She learned things—such as the way that floral gardens smelled in the never-ending breezes of a floating city or the fact that even properly recycled wastewater had a bluish glint if cheaper chemicals were used in the purification process.

      Little details like that made her planning better, so that she could make good recommendations for the committees planning everything from a new city to a new subdivision in an older one.

      The passengers in the waiting area all clutched jeweled numbers that they would have to turn in at the top of the boarding bridge. The jewels weren’t real, of course, but they looked close enough to make the trip seem elegant.

      A lot of the passengers worked on the elegance theory too, wearing long dresses that skimmed the top of their thin and impractical shoes or a long-tailed tuxedo that seemed wildly out of place in the waiting area. Several people wore ceremonial robes with geometric designs embroidered on the hems and sleeves; others wore pants and skirts in combination with sleeveless tops that had to be cold, since the temperature here was a tad too chilly for Daniella’s tastes. Many wore white facepaint designs that went from the forehead to the chin, and others wore as little as possible to display full body tattoos.

      She had thought she would blend in more, but her casual attire made her stand out instead.

      Not that she was alone. Several other travelers wore casual clothing. Most of them had the nonchalant expressions of the frequent traveler or of the very wealthy.

      She wished she could achieve nonchalance, but all of this was very new to her, and she was enjoying it more than she expected. Languages swirled around her like music; children laughed and ran in circles, only to be corralled by anxious parents; and security stood at almost every single entry point, big tall muscular people standing with arms crossed and tubelike weapons attached to the hips of their uniforms.

      They were just the physical manifestation of a security presence. The most effective security came from the tiny cameras that floated nearby like almost-invisible insects, as well as the rounded posts that stood nearly hip high and had a small ball along the top. They looked decorative, but they were not. They were small robotic fighters with enough equipment in their centers to take down any out-of-line passenger in a matter of seconds.

      She recognized those posts because she recommended them to all of the people she did designs for. It was better, she said, to have unobtrusive security on every street corner. Save the obvious security for places where you expect problems.

      If the cruise line followed that plan, then the obvious security—the presence of actual human beings—was just a little bit alarming. She had no idea why anyone would expect problems here.

      Although, once the passengers left the waiting area, they had to stand in an actual line, not something people did much anymore, particularly willingly.

      But the old entertainments showed the passengers lining up for the boarding processional, so perhaps that was why it was done here.

      No one complained. The line was what they had expected. It snaked around the small boarding area, and then evened out—two across—as people walked up the ramp to the boarding bridge.

      Actually, the entire bridge was a ramp, but its slope was deliberately slight. She mentally applauded the designer, who apparently had been tasked with making people walk up an incline without complaint.

      The boarding bridge curved just a bit, and then, after several yards, vanished into the artificial cloud cover. People went into that voluntarily as well, which was not the average human reaction to any place that disappeared into grayish darkness.

      As she reached the edge of the ramp, she found herself beside a woman who might’ve been elderly. It was hard to tell. The woman’s bright blue eyes were not a color that appeared in nature. Her lips were thin, and her nose so sharp that it almost looked like a beak. Her skin was more translucent than pale, and in a few spots, Daniella could see blue veins doing their all-important work beneath the surface.

      The woman was halfway between dressed up and dressed down. She wore a blue suit that looked like it had come from one of those Earth paintings of the elegant ocean-crossing vessels. She wore ivory gloves with lace edges that kissed against the hem of her sleeves. She also wore a matching blue pillbox hat with a light blue mesh that covered her forehead and brought out her eyes.

      As they rounded the last corner, where it became clear who a person’s boarding buddy would be, their gazes met. The maybe-elderly woman looked Daniella up and down, as if assessing her for a job, made a slight harrumph, and looked away.

      Daniella shrugged. She didn’t care if the woman liked her or not.

      They stepped up on the ramp together, following a man in a long dress with a cinched waist that made him look like a triangular stick wearing a top hat. The woman beside him—directly in front of Daniella—wore one of the white ceremonial robes, with long sleeves that almost looked like wings. The sleeves were slit from shoulder to wrist, and only stayed on the arm because of colorless bands that hooked over the skin.

      That woman wore a hat as well, a derby hat with a long white brim that, if Daniella wasn’t careful, would smack her in the face at the most inappropriate moment.

      The woman was chattering to the man in a language that Daniella didn’t recognize. She supposed she could access a translation program through her data dot, but she had become a great believer in privacy. She also wasn’t that interested in what they had to say to each other. She appreciated the noise of conversation, just not the conversation itself.

      As she stepped onto the ramp, she was beginning to regret her choice of clothing. This was one of the few processionals in life that a person could be lucky enough to experience. Most processionals were personal—a wedding, a funeral, a graduation—but few were beautiful and impersonal. Those usually grew into a parade.

      There was ceremony to this processional, but it was small. The numbers, the waiting, the formal march forward. She and the woman next to her had to wait at the bottom of the ramp until the lights above the arched doorway turned green.

      Only, as Daniella stood there, she realized the lights didn’t turn green, as in a gigantic green glow that could blind if stared at directly. Instead, they rippled delicately across the arch, creating an inviting suggestion instead of a command.

      Without even discussing it, she and the woman next to her started forward, lifting their right legs in unison, and stepping up the ramp carefully.

      From this vantage, she couldn’t see the top. Just a golden glow, as if they were walking toward the sun. There was no view from the sides of the ramp either. They were walking through a gray metal tube that actually looked like the boarding bridges used on so many ships that used external docking rings. Some of those bridges were so narrow that Daniella, who was not very tall, would scrape the top of her head on it.

      The woman next to her would not be able to wear a hat at all in one of those. But this one was designed like the rest of the headquarters; it was both large and had the illusion of size.

      Then the ramp leveled out. The top was flat for two meters or more, and the walls were still gray. Before them was an actual door that was opaque with writing that scrolled across in dozens of languages. She recognized the words from several, all of them the equivalent of “wait.”

      A tiny clock ticked to the right. It took her a minute to realize that the clock was a countdown clock until the door would open.

      She wondered where the golden glow she had seen as she climbed up the ramp had come from. There was nothing in front of her that indicated this part of the boarding bridge would open to the sky or the outdoors or the sun.

      That golden light had to have been artificial.

      She turned ever so slightly, and saw the rigging for the light. The light show was off right now, because it was only directed downward on the ramp.

      There had to be—and there probably were—better ways to get to the boarding bridge. Stairs would have been the most analog way to do it, but there could have been an elevator as there was in so many docking rings she had traveled along.

      The ramp felt old school. It had also made her feel like she had embarked on an important journey.

      She turned her attention back to the door, thinking that the wait was just a tad too long. And as she had that thought, the door slid up with a slight whoosh. The whoosh was mechanically unnecessary; it had to be there for the waiting people, in case they had gotten distracted.

      The slide wasn’t as slow as she would have thought. The door moved quickly, revealing a wider path ahead of her, with a gray carpet runner that matched the gray on the walls of the ramp.

      The walls and the ceiling were clear, as was part of the floor. Apparently the runner was there for people who were uneasy with being above ground in a clear tube.

      It made her nervous, which she hadn’t expected.

      Once again, she and the woman beside her stepped into the new space together, almost as if their movements had been programmed. They hadn’t. It was probably something in the ceremony of the doors that encouraged movement at that exact point.

      The view came into focus with that step. They were above the flat part of the mountain. Only the rock wasn’t flat. It had curves and jagged edges, dips and slight rises that were visible even from this distance.

      And for once, Daniella didn’t even try to guess distance. She just moved, as she was expected to do, but as slowly as she possibly could. The view was that spectacular.

      The mountaintop extended before her, almost like a net that could catch her if the bottom fell out of the boarding bridge. On either side, though, the view extended for what seemed like forever.

      On her side of the bridge, the left side, she could see more mountains, rising like gray broken teeth along the outside of a mouth. Valleys ran between the mountains, some with blue water threading their way through it, but too narrow to accommodate a city, and others with the greens and yellows that indicated some kind of vegetation.

      The farther away the valleys got, the more the colors blurred. The gray mountains slid into the darker blue-gray of what she could only assume was water. In the valleys without obvious water, the green and yellow vegetation looked like paint spatter along the bottom edge of stone-gray mountains.

      And finally, at the very edge of her vision, the horizon glistened, with just a hint of brownish gold.

      Apparently, she had been waiting long enough that the day was ending, because here, on Tiberious, the brown in the gold indicated sunset.

      Beside Daniella, the woman let out a small oooo of pleasure, surprise, or both. Daniella couldn’t guarantee that she had been silent when she had been confronted with this view either.

      It was worth the wait. And it shut off the analytical part of her brain for just a moment. As the analysis started to come back, she mentally shoved it aside so that she could just enjoy what she was seeing.

      She glanced to the right side.

      The city of Grandea was sprawled in a flat valley that also had some green and yellow, but no watery blue. Beyond that, fewer mountains. They were shorter than this mountain range, shorter than the mountains on Daniella’s side of the bridge as well.

      Beyond them, something flat and brown that looked almost menacing. It almost looked like a dry spot in a meadow full of grass.

      Something about that alarmed her and she looked away.

      Away meant ahead, and ahead, there were actual people. They meandered forward, far enough away that Daniella could judge them only by their clothing. The woman in the white dress paraded in front of her, and her triangular companion kept one hand on his top hat, as if he expected it to fly off.

      The woman next to her had slowed just a little. She was looking down, a hand braced on the clear wall beside her, almost like she expected to fall.

      They had been instructed not to stop, to remember that this was a procession, not a viewing party. Daniella was about to remind her of that when the woman grunted, like people sometimes did when they got a message through their data dot.

      Her hand came down, leaving prints on the surface, and she started forward again.

      Daniella glanced at the handprint, watched as the bridge’s surface cleared it, as if the print were made of ice.

      They thought of everything here.

      Ahead, there was a bit of grayish white forming over the top of the bridge. That had to be the fake clouds. There was no way this bridge would take them into space. It felt too solid for that, and it was much too short. The clouds were the kind of illusion she had suspected all along.

      And the way the bridge was lit, it looked like they were going to head into a tunnel made of cloud, something that would seem, to the untrained eye, like stepping into the sky.

      She was disappointed. It felt like the procession had just begun and it was nearly over.

      Then the bridge bounced—a hard bounce, like something heavy had fallen onto a trampoline. The floor went down, deeper than Daniella expected, and hung there for maybe a half a second, long enough for her to realize she was going up whether she wanted to or not.

      She put a hand over her head, keeping the elbow bent so that nothing would break. If she could, she would have jumped forward, but from what she could see, the entire bridge bounced downward.

      The woman ahead of her lost control of her train and stumbled to one side. The man reached for something—that side of his body lost in what looked like a lump along the floor.

      The lump wasn’t a lump. A wave was running through the floor—a wave of something—what, Daniella couldn’t tell.

      All of those thoughts went through her head in that instant, and then the woman next to her squealed as she tumbled off her shoes. She probably twisted an ankle, maybe even broke something. She was reaching for the wall or the floor or something to hold onto when the wave hit.

      Daniella knew what it looked like from the outside—almost like someone snapped a blanket over a bed and then let the blanket drift down.

      Only this bridge wouldn’t drift. It would twist and snap and come apart.

      Somehow Daniella kept her footing, knees bent, body centered, knowing that she was going to be snapped upward at any moment.

      The key was to protect her head, and she wasn’t entirely sure how to do that, particularly if the woman beside her stumbled into her. Daniella kept an eye on her, on the floor ahead, on the walls—and wow, was she grateful that they were near the mountain. The air might be thin here, but there was air, so if the boarding bridge’s windows or sides leaked, at least she would still be able to breathe.

      It was the little things.

      She almost smiled at herself—an engineering smile, practical, always practical. Because if she wasn’t practical, then she would lose everything.

      The wave hit her part of the bridge, and she rose up, riding it as if she were surfing without a board. She imagined her feet stuck to the ground like some kind of glue. Now, she wished she was wearing her gravity boots, but they were probably already in her room, waiting for her to arrive.

      The thought of her room caught her, but she willed it away. The wave crested without releasing her to the ceiling. Her walking companion, though, flailed upward, rolling to one side in mid-air and then slamming on her side against the exterior wall.

      The view was tilted, so that it looked like she had hit against the flat part of the mountain floor, rather than against the wall itself.

      She wasn’t screaming exactly. It was more like she was keening, a kind of grieving and pain-filled wail like Daniella had never heard before.

      The people ahead of her hadn’t screamed at all, and she had no idea if anyone was behind her.

      The bridge itself was groaning precariously. She hoped that was all she would hear, because sometimes structures groaned, even when they were being used properly. But if something shattered⁠—

      And then, as if she had willed it with that thought, the sound of breaking glass echoed from somewhere around her. Breaking, tinkling, and then wind, blowing through hard enough to whistle.

      She flung herself onto the floor, and grabbed onto the edge of the carpet. It hadn’t come off the floor—not yet anyway—but she figured if it did, she would at least be clinging to something that might hold her weight for at least a moment.

      Fabric didn’t shatter. Fabric didn’t break. Fabric could be twisted.

      She had to rely on that.

      Ahead of her, actual screaming started along with cries for help. It wounded like more than one voice was yelling, and then she thought she heard some kind of announcement.

      She couldn’t tell if it was on an overhead speaker or inside her data dot. She couldn’t really tell anything at the moment. The wind was gusting now, so hard she couldn’t really hear anything, not even her own heartbeat.

      The fabric and its mesh lower layer was digging into her hands, and something whapped her on the back. She didn’t look up to see what it was. The woman she had been walking with wasn’t yelling, and she didn’t seem to be moving, except whatever movement was being caused by the remaining ripples that were vibrating through the flooring.

      Finally, even the rippling stopped. The wind was still gusting, but it seemed to be coming from one place.

      An automated voice, speaking the same message in every language that Daniella understood, tried to calm everyone down, telling them to remain in position and help would arrive soon.

      She doubted that her walking companion could do anything other than remain in position. In front of her, the woman in the long dress scooched along her butt toward the wall, leaning her back against it.

      Daniella didn’t think putting that kind of weight on it, after all that torquing movement, was the best idea, but she was too far away to make a suggestion.

      The man’s top hat had flattened. She could see the bottom of his feet, but nothing more. He seemed to be as stunned or unconscious as the woman beside Daniella was.

      Daniella rested her cheek against the carpet. It smelled of glue and some kind of industrial strength cleaner, something that would have bothered her in the past but felt soothing now.

      Something normal in the middle of the abnormal.

      The walls creaked around her. This thing had to be built for wind and breakage, especially if it went from the top of a mountain to some kind of space station or docking ring. Mountain tops were notorious for wind and wind shear.

      The bridge was swaying, almost like it had lost a tether somewhere. If it had, then the whole thing might tumble down.

      The announcement sounded again, scrolling through all the languages, trying to sound soothing.

      There was nothing soothing about this. Daniella clung to that carpet, wishing she could get her arms around it, wishing she could attach herself to it right now.

      She lifted her head and looked backwards. The door had closed between the ramp and the bridge—and that was a bad sign. It meant that the problem was behind them, not in front of them.

      Unless doors closing like that were standard emergency procedures. Some vulnerable spaces were built that way—and this boarding bridge was a vulnerable space, no matter what the brochures said.

      Her urban planning brain kicked into gear at that thought. The boarding bridge was built in a remote area deliberately. She had seen a lot of security, and hadn’t thought much of it—and she probably should have.

      She hadn’t researched the history of Grandea or even the cruise line she was traveling on. She was intent on experiencing the comfort and the romance of it all, rather than following her usual instincts and figuring out what would happen should something go horribly wrong.

      She hadn’t wanted to think about horribly wrong and now, here she was, in the middle of horribly wrong.

      The woman she had walked with still wasn’t moving. The bridge was swaying, but the sway seemed to be in time with the whistling wind gusts, instead of an out-of-control rocking that might lead to the entire bridge falling apart.

      Daniella lifted her torso off the carpet, keeping her grip on the sides, and her feet wrapped around the edges. She peered at the woman beside her. The woman’s hat had slid back toward the door. Her face had blood along the visible side, blood that was dripping onto her neck.

      She was going to need help quickly.

      They all were.

      Daniella wasn’t sure if she should crawl to the other woman’s aid or if the movement would unbalance the bridge even farther. Daniella had no real medical training. She just knew how to use the devices that were standard in every single room on Lakona.

      She hadn’t seen those devices since she arrived at the cruise line headquarters.

      Different cities. Different governments. Different laws.

      A buzzing caught her ear. It combined with the whistling wind. Something cracked behind her, and the sound of shattering filled the bridge.

      She should have laid back down, but she couldn’t help herself: she turned. A yellowish-gold circle was forming around the shattered opening. Another yellowish-gold circle was forming a few meters from her feet. The bright light hurt her eyes, made them tear up.

      Something—someone—was trying to get in. She hoped they knew what they were doing. They didn’t need to unbalance this bridge any more than it already was.

      She leaned over the side of the carpet where the clear flooring was, and saw that some kind of open skiff floated beneath the bridge. It was a rescue vehicle—she could tell from the gold and green markings—but of a kind she had never seen before.

      Its top was open. She recognized the tumble-entry, something that she had always rejected in her designs for buildings. A tumble-entry was an astonishingly simple concept—the person who was trapped at a great height would tumble, preferably roll into a fall—and land on soft material built to absorb the weight and impact.

      Then the material would slide them around an edge, and into a safer place, designated by the design of the receiving building.

      But this was a mountaintop and there were no buildings. So the receiving part of the tumble-entry had to be into that skiff.

      Her heart rate rose rapidly. The skiff’s presence meant that whoever was in charge of all of this thought the bridge couldn’t be saved.

      She had no idea how to communicate with the person in charge, to let them know that she looked like the only person conscious here.

      She had to trust that everyone’s data dot was working, and the person in charge knew the situation. Even though Daniella had no idea how the unconscious people were going to complete a tumble-entry.

      The skiff moved closer and as it did, she realized it wasn’t a skiff at all. It was the mountaintop—or what she had thought was the mountaintop. That flat surface wasn’t mountain at all. It was human-made, designed for just this sort of occurrence.

      She had two contradictory thoughts simultaneously—she was angry that they had built this, because that meant they knew the bridge was unstable . . . and . . . she was pleased they had built this, because they had a solution in case the bridge collapsed.

      The bright lights glowed over her, sending sparks of light toward the unconscious couple before her. The floor was vibrating. She was having trouble keeping her grip on the carpet.

      Someone had to give them instructions. Someone had to give her instructions. She needed instructions.

      The wind had stopped whistling. It was now howling in this space, whipping her loose clothing and slapping her hair against her face. The wind was cold, and smelled faintly of hot chemicals, probably from whatever was causing that gold light behind her.

      The carpet rolled under her fingers, and she clutched it in tight fists. The trembling became shuddering and then the swaying returned.

      Something cracked behind her, and then it cracked again.

      She almost closed her eyes, but didn’t at the last minute, deciding that she needed to see what was happening, just in case she could do something—something more than she was doing right now, which was just holding on.

      A snapping crack, so loud that it hurt her ears, made the entire structure shake—and then the floor dropped out from beneath her.

      Daniella jerked, and swung in the air, the carpet bunched up against a wall that was shattering before her eyes. Pieces of the walls fell to the tumble-entry below her, but the floor hadn’t really dropped.

      It had receded.

      It had been built for this.

      The woman in front of her slid and fell rapidly, her white dress whipping in the wind, almost looking like wings. A scream echoed but Daniella couldn’t tell if that scream had come from the woman or not.

      Daniella couldn’t catch her own breath. She had wrapped her body around the carpet, but she knew that was temporary. She knew she had to fall too, because the people in charge had given her no choice.

      They believed the bridge was unsalvageable, so they destroyed it themselves.

      The flattened top hat floated by her, a disk on the wind. She hadn’t seen the man fall. She looked down, saw shoes vanish into the surface, but didn’t know who the shoes belonged to.

      She didn’t want to fall. She couldn’t release her fingers. She had no idea she was this afraid of heights. Or strange situations. Or whatever this was. She didn’t want to move.

      She had become that person. The one she always had to factor into her own equations, the person who froze instead of reacting logically. The person who got in the way.

      The very thought made her furious at herself, but she still couldn’t release her hands. She had to concentrate, do it finger by finger until her right hand completely came free.

      Then she swung from side to side, the wind twisting her around as if she was a bit of carpet. She moved her legs away from the carpet, and it whipped upwards, the edge of it—ripped off when the floor disappeared—nearly hitting her in the face.

      She put up her right hand to protect herself and lost what was left of her hold on that carpet.

      She tumbled downward, feet first—not flying like that woman in the white dress. But that woman had been prone when the floor disappeared underneath her, and Daniella had been hanging, feet first, and that was how she fell.

      Almost like a rocket herself. She tucked her arms against her side, and hoped to hell she wouldn’t plunge through the fabric surface of the tumble-entry.

      Engineering brain, engineering brain. She made herself summon her engineering brain.

      They had designed the tumble-entry for all kinds of falling objects, going at various speeds, with various parts hitting first. Maybe even broken bits of the bridge, which could cut into the tumble-entry’s surface if it hadn’t been built right.

      She had to trust that it was built right. She kept herself in a long line, but she looked downward, the wind still slapping into her, making her clothes flutter, strands of hair crossing her face. She took a deep breath, knowing she might have the air knocked out of her when she landed, because this fall was taking forever. Forever and ever and ever.

      She was only a few meters from landing when she tucked her legs inward and tilted her body back just enough that she wouldn’t be a missile heading downward like a knife into the surface. She needed to spread the impact away from her feet, so that if she hit too hard, she wouldn’t break legs or something.

      She wrapped her arms around her head, protecting her skull and her neck. Her hands were in the back, but her elbows were on top. She didn’t want broken arms either. She needed to⁠—

      And then she landed.

      Her body sank into soft fabric, going deep into the surface, so deep that she couldn’t see the mountaintop or the sky or the broken bridge.

      She bounced upwards just a bit—the kind of upwards that happened when someone hit something with give rather than something hard and unyielding.

      For a brief second, she did see the sky, realizing that the bridge had been higher up than she had even thought it was, and then bounced down yet again.

      She didn’t hit a bottom. She was wrapped in a cocoon of fabric, molding itself to her body. She could feel some protective pillowing, even as she bounced upwards again, just not as high.

      She went down—not as far—and then up—not as far again. The tumble-entry was working off the force of her landing, absorbing it, and easing her into whatever this new reality was.

      Then she rolled—not voluntarily—and tumbled into a wide tube that slanted downward. She couldn’t right herself—not that she knew which was “right.” She didn’t know where she was going and she didn’t know what would happen when she got there.

      She rolled through an opening, and landed on yet another soft surface. This one didn’t have as much give. She could feel a bottom.

      The area where she had landed was filled with a golden light, and there were shadows. Voices echoed around her, but she didn’t understand them.

      The area was warm, though, and she realized she had been freezing. The wind had been so cold that the difference in temperature made her cheeks throb and her skin welcome the warmth.

      She slowly brought her hands down. She didn’t hurt. She expected to hurt. She expected to have the breath knocked out of her. She expected to be injured . . . and none of those things had occurred.

      The shadows had resolved themselves into three people. A woman with a narrow face and worried eyes, clutching a medical device in one hand. A man who stood near the chute that Daniella had just tumbled out of. He was broad and solid, with wide shoulders. His face was expressionless, probably deliberately, but something in his energy spoke of sheer terror.

      And the final person, thin and dapper, of indeterminate gender, probably deliberately. Face sharp and angled, almost like a knife, but the eyes were kind. This was the only person who seemed approachable, and didn’t seem to be upset in any way.

      “Can you stand?” the woman asked. She had a thick accent, which meant she wasn’t using her native language. Nor was she using some kind of translation device.

      Thank you, engineering brain, Daniella thought. Her brain was going to keep her calm by finding slightly irrelevant things, so she wouldn’t think about what had just happened, how close she had come to actually dying.

      “I think I can stand,” Daniella said. She knew that her response meant she had to tumble off the pad she was on and move away from whatever was here.

      She suspected she was the last person off that bridge, but she had no idea if that was true, and she wasn’t ready to ask, because asking meant she might find out if some of the others had died and she didn’t want to know. She didn’t want to know if that woman, fluttering down in her beautiful white dress, had died just a few meters in front of Daniella. If the man had gotten fatally injured when he lost his top hat.

      The hat was probably still floating in the air. A lot of things probably were. That carpet might still be hanging down, or it might have sheered off.

      She didn’t know.

      The three people were watching her. She pushed herself up slowly, expecting her back to ache, expecting to discover other injuries.

      She didn’t—not yet anyway—but she couldn’t watch these people watch her. So she made herself focus on the far wall. It was a grayish white, with some kind of panel along the side. Just past the panel was a half-open doorway, and through it, she could hear faint echoes of conversation.

      Air was blowing on her. Not hard, not like outside, but as if she was near some kind of heating unit. Warm air, slightly moist. It was soothing.

      The woman shifted slightly, as if the fact that it was taking Daniella so long to get up was bothering her.

      “Is someone else going to come through there?” Daniella asked, waving her hand toward the entry. And then she realized that it had closed up, making the area where she had entered look like a flat wall.

      She was a bit embarrassed by the question now, because, obviously, no one was going to come through, but she wasn’t going to take the question back. Maybe the door would open again.

      “No,” the woman said. “Everyone is accounted for.”

      That was different than everyone is fine or we rescued all of them or don’t worry, we’ve got you. None of that was said, but no one looked down either, which Daniella might have expected if someone had died.

      She put her hands down onto the pad, and almost yelped. Pain so intense that it ran through her wrists and up her arms almost stopped her.

      She brought her hands up and saw that her palms were scraped raw. Blood had pooled in wounds that weren’t healed, per se, but were scabbed over.

      “What happened?” the woman asked.

      Obviously the woman was not a medical professional. A medical professional would have taken Daniella’s hands and looked at them, maybe put something on them or done some kind of short laser treatment to make them feel better.

      Daniella didn’t answer her. Instead, Daniella brought her hands down again, only this time in fists. Making the fists hurt but not as much as touching that pad with her injured palms.

      She slid herself forward, then dangled her legs off the pad. The distance to the floor was greater than she had expected. She had to scooch farther forward than she initially thought just to get her legs down.

      Then she anchored her feet and stood, somewhat surprised that she had her balance. She had felt off just enough that her balance seemed like a gift rather than something she could have expected to rely on.

      She was facing a blank wall, which was gray like the mountain stone. There was a rolled-up pad beneath it. That was another tumble-entry, and either it hadn’t been used, or it had reassembled itself before she looked at it.

      “Well, you can stand, at least,” the woman said, as if she had doubted it. “Let me see your hands.”

      The woman had no bedside manner, something medical professionals usually had, just confirming that Daniella had been right: these people were just here to receive the tumble-entries. Nothing more.

      Daniella extended her hands, and the woman ran the device over them. It sprayed something cool and soothing along the wounds. The pain still radiated up her arms, but she felt a lot better.

      “What happened up there?” she asked as the woman continued to run the device over her palms.

      This time, the woman was probably assessing the damage, maybe for liability.

      “No one knows,” the woman said tightly. But she didn’t meet Daniella’s gaze.

      The woman was lying.

      “Okay, let your hands drop,” the woman said. “Can you walk?”

      Daniella almost said, Of course I can walk, but she did just tumble god knows how far down, and she wasn’t sure of anything.

      “Where do you want me?” Daniella asked.

      “This way.” The third person spoke. Their voice was soothing, warm.

      Daniella had to turn just to see what this way was. It was the back wall, the one she hadn’t seen. That wall was goldish-white, the source of the light. There was an archway, not really a door, although there might have been a door inside the walls.
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