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Chapter 1.




Spirits were high with everyone in the control room. Today was the big day. Everything they had worked so long for, to prove that an alternate reality to this world existed, was either going to come true or blow up in their faces. In the latter case everyone hoped that the experiment just wouldn't work; no one needed an explosion in here. "Are we all ready for this?" Henrik Noles, the project leader, looked at Pavel Darish and Gloria Zaron, who made up the core team for this research with him. Of course many others had put in a lot of time and effort but the final experiment, the flick of the switch, was theirs. Pavel was still going over all the systems, checking readings and adjusting the power that was going to flow into the time-fluxer. Gloria watched the man as if her eyes were glued to his fingers. As the quantum-physics theoretician her knowledge was imperative to get all of this right. Henrik wasn't worried about the lack of response. He'd gotten used to that over the past year that they had been working on this. After going over all the systems and checks Pavel looked at Gloria and nodded. A man of few words, that was Pavel. 

"We are ready," Gloria conveyed to Henrik even though she knew he knew. "It is time to tell all those who aren't needed to go outside."

Henrik picked up his communicator, located a contact and repeated Gloria's words. "They'll be out in about ten minutes," he relayed after ending the call.

"We'll set the timer for twenty then." Gloria didn't have to ask permission or confirmation. Henrik trusted her as she trusted Pavel whose hands swiftly moved over the panel and set the timer. The three panels overhead showed the state of the laboratory. Thirteen people inside and counting down. The timer on the screen also counting down. And the time-fluxer, safely stored inside its vacuum chamber in the granite below them.

"Does anyone need something to drink?" Henrik rose and stretched himself. Sitting for too long wasn't smart, he knew, and something to drink would be welcome. Pavel just nodded. Gloria smiled at him and held up two fingers. Her signal for fruit juice. One finger was plain water. Henrik nodded and walked off to get the drinks while he wondered how Gloria managed to stay in shape with all the sweet juice she drank through a good morning. It wasn't his to know though.

"Thank you," Gloria said for herself and Pavel as Henrik put the cups on the table. Pavel just nodded, as usual.

Henrik's eyes were on the timer but his mind was with his family. His wife Nadinska and their two children, Royo and Elementine, were probably wondering what he was doing. Royo had begged to be there with him, but Henrik had calmly explained to the boy that an experimental control room was no place for children. "Later, when you are grown up, you can find your own place in a laboratory like this," he had explained. "And maybe by then you will have entirely different thoughts about what you want to do." Royo had insisted he wouldn't, but that of course was the child in him that looked up to his father.

"Henrik?" Gloria patted him gently on the shoulder. "Your comms."

"Oh, sorry!" He grinned and then answered the call from Tomas Wildin, one of the people responsible for news and communication. Tomas wanted to know how everyone was doing and if there were remarkable things to convey. "No, I am sorry for you, Tomas. Everything goes as planned in a nearly boring fashion. Feel free to share the boredom."

Gloria, who was still standing next to Henrik, heard Tomas laugh. She liked Tomas. Always in a good mood, that man, and ever ready to help wherever he could. She moved away to sit with Pavel again, looking at the readings. She signalled to Henrik, three more minutes. He had to cut his call short because they were about to enter the crucial stage of this experiment. Everyone had to be ready to act, even when it wasn't clear on what they might have to act. Finding alternate dimensions had been a hot topic over many years but only with the discovery of the time-fluxer it seemed possible to make this a reality. Gloria wasn't certain who had come up with the name time-fluxer while the device was meant to be a dimension-fluxer. It might be interesting to have that changed.

Pavel took a deep breath as the count-down continued. Only one more minute. He held his finger over a button, even when the entire process should be automatic. If nothing happened he could trigger the fluxer be hand. If then still nothing happened he could be certain it wasn't his fault. He heard how the project leader ended his call with Tomas. Pavel nodded. Finally it was quiet again. He liked it when it was quiet and braced himself for when Henrik would call out the last moments before the event, even though they all could read.

"Five... four... three... two... one... zero."

For a moment nothing seemed to happen. Pavel saw how the time-fluxer was rapidly charging, approaching its critical capacity. This should happen very quickly. In less time than one could breathe in the device was fully charged and he pressed the sequence to start to enveloping the control room in the force field that had already been proven to work. They would be safe, regardless of what would happen. The room they were in started changing. It was as if it doubled in size, expanding to the left and right. Pavel simply observed. This was top notch history he was witnessing and he was a central part of it. No one before had ever seen this, been in such a situation. Shapes appeared around them. Human shapes. Desks. Monitors. They still were transparent but gradually gained mass.

Henrik hoped that the recording devices that collected all their data were working properly. The changing environment was fascinating and new. He too saw the human shapes solidify around them as if smoke was slowly poured into glass shapes. Moving shapes. "It's working," he said. "It's really happening." He had no idea if anyone heard him but that point was moot. He said it, sitting there and being recorded.

The room that expanded around them showed four shapes. Four people. Gloria distinguished two women and two men. There was something odd about them but that could be because of the strange forces that whirled around them; the view wasn't very clear. She got up and raised a hand.

"Gloria, sit down!" Henrik hissed at her. He was afraid that something would happen to her. After all, this force field was doing incredible stuff and he didn't want her to be sucked into it. A metallic click reached his ears and a few moments later the entire room was plunged into darkness.

"What happened?" It was Gloria asking.

"Power depletion," Pavel explained. He knew that the energy flow to the time-fluxer had been interrupted by something and his mind was already going over the possible failure modes that could have caused this. His fingers found a switch. After flicking it, light was restored in the room from the auxiliary energy net. He then worked on an orderly shut-down of the systems that had moved them into a different reality for a short while. Systems that were on their own, hard to bring down energy grid.

Gloria looked at Henrik. "It worked. It really worked. For many seconds on end even. I saw them. Four people. Did you see them too?" She knew she wouldn't have to ask Pavel, he'd merely nod if he responded at all.

"I did." Henrik rose. "I saw them too. Four people, two women, two men. In a room larger than ours." He frowned. "Did you see it too?"

Gloria swallowed. "I did. The way they looked they reminded me of Redolans." Henrik looked at her. He'd been thinking the same thought.








  
  
Chapter 2.




In an entirely different place but a similar control room all hell broke loose. "Holy shit. What was that? Did you see that? Did it really work?" Walter Nielsen stood at his desk. His chair lay behind him, fallen over as he'd jumped up. Denise Gomez worked her panels as Elisabeth Jordans, quantum physics specialist, checked her readings. 

"Walter, is this a good sign?" Roger Konrad, representative of the funding committee behind the project, wanted a clear answer. Millions had gone into this thing and the people he worked for wanted to know for certain if there was something to this claim of an alternate Earth.

"Wait for them, Roger," said Walter. He wanted to shake Denise to make her technical mumbo jumbo go faster and give them an answer.

As the time-fluxer's whine went quiet, Denise looked at Elisabeth and nodded. Elisabeth checked a few more readouts and compared them with the information on her tablet. Then she turned to Walter. "Gentlemen," she said without giving Roger a second glance, "it looks as if this experiment was one hell of a success. All the signs indicate that we had a few moments of contact with an alternate reality. A second Earth."

Walter got up from his chair and slowly applauded his team. "Damn it, people. I'm proud of you all. We pulled it off." A door opened and a group of people streamed into the control room, yelling, applauding and waving bottles of champagne. Walter grinned as he heard the noise. This was a scientific breakthrough of quite some magnitude. His team was hoisted on many shoulders and carried around the room. He was safe from that being behind the desk that was surrounded by displays and other monitoring equipment. While people were singing he climbed out of his electronic bunker and congratulated Elisabeth who was carried past him. Denise and Roger had already been carried outside where a team of scientists was waiting for them, to hear first hand what had happened. They had all seen the live video-stream but hearing it from the ones who'd seen it for real had to be better.

The session took almost an hour. Denise sat away from the microphone as she wasn't a person to do much talking. She'd merely been the techie who pushed the buttons in time. Elisabeth and Walter had their moments of glory though. That was fine with her. Roger was there in the spotlight as well. She didn't like him. He was slick as an eel, always out to better himself with no regard for how others felt. Denise sipped her coke and pondered what they had seen. Three shapes. Human shapes too. That was interesting, she thought, three where they had four. Would the others not have their money-man in there with them? It was an appealing idea. Perhaps they could repeat this experiment without the eel present. She knew that the others would like to do this again also. The equipment would need to be boosted to stabilise and enhance the images and perhaps even get some sound going. She scribbled down notes on what would have to be changed and adjusted for such an advanced attempt. It would cost money, that was certain.

After the long talk Roger disappeared rapidly to report to his seniors; the people with the money who had funded all this. They had to be told in person as fast as possible. The session had made it clear that the world wanted more of this, if only the scientific world so far, so he would have to get more money to enable another go with the time-fluxer. The rest of the world would have to wait hearing about this breakthrough until everything was checked, rechecked and approved to be revealed. Elisabeth tossed back her hair after the three researchers had found some quiet time in a meeting room. "That, dear people, was awesome. We made contact with an alternate world. A copy of our Earth, if what we saw was real. Who'd have thought that possible?"

Walter, a glass of champagne still in hand, stood looking out the window. There wasn't anything uplifting to see there but his mind made him see something else. "Yes. It is awesome indeed." His intonation was far from Elisabeth's excitement. "I wonder if you noticed what I noticed."

"What do you mean?" Denise looked up from her tablet. "I saw three shimmers in human shape. And they moved a little bit. For the rest of the time I was busy doing the real work." She had to put in that jab as her work wasn't always considered crucial to the project. Without someone to punch the buttons and get the computers in order there wouldn't be any project. Elisabeth also looked at the project leader, missing what he was referring to.

Walter turned and looked at the two women. "While you were busy comparing numbers and glancing around, I had plenty of time to look at the images that were in the centre of the control room. Their area was a lot smaller than ours, which I think is remarkable. I wonder if their world is smaller. But there was something else that struck me. You really didn't notice?" Walter waited but the two shook their heads. "I may be wrong but I think the people we saw were naked."

"What?" Denise blushed at the very idea. "Naked? Are you sure?"

"Not at all, but that was how they struck me. I didn't mention it at the meeting because it sounded too weird, and hearing your reactions makes me glad I did so. It's been on my mind though." Walter looked at Elisabeth. "Do you think it has to do with the transmission of images between two realities? That somehow clothes aren't visible?"

"Crap, Walter, shut up," said Denise as she got up. "Don't tell me that those people on the other side saw me sitting there naked!"

"I'm not saying anything," the project leader said to calm her down. "I'm just telling you what I think I saw." He looked at Elisabeth again. "So?"

The quantum physicist frowned as she looked at her coffee cup. "Hell if I know, Walter. Could be. Could not be. And those weren't broadcasted images we saw, remember that. We looked at the real situation in real-time. At least that was what the parameters were set up for. Denise, pull up the footage, please?"

Denise furiously worked her tablet and a TV in the wall came to life. They watched the recordings over and over again, from all four cameras that had been rolling. After seeing the footage for the sixth time Denise shook her head. "I don't know about your eyes but I just see shapes. They could be naked but I would say it's shadows. Probably because of their clothing." Hopefully because of their clothing, she thought for herself as she glanced down her front. Would these others have perceived her the same way that Walter thought he'd seen them?








  
  
Chapter 3.




Henrik, Gloria and Pavel sat amidst their colleagues who had all worked hard for this impressive project. They were having a big party to celebrate the success. Nissa Wils, the person who had done all the work around the project, had made sure no one would want for anything. Even the family members of everyone working on the project were invited to the festivities. 

"Redolans? Are you sure?" Nissa sat next to Henrik who had just told her his observation in confidence. "You mean they are covered with furs and fabrics?"

"That is what it looked like," Henrik said with a nod. "It could be that it was an abberration in the view we had. The lights were wrong, the shapes we saw were smoke-like and not very consistent so it could have been a trick played on our eyes."

"We should look at the recordings then," said Wilfer Arfello who had overheard the observation. "I am sorry, I couldn't miss hearing your words, Henrik." He was right though. If the recordings showed the same thing then it wasn't an illusion on anyone's eyes. Cameras weren't susceptible to those.

"After the party though." Nissa didn't want this gathering of nice people to be disturbed by something that could wait. Nothing would change what the cameras had picked up. Wilfer and Henrik nodded and got up to refill their glasses and those of the people at the various tables.

~~~

The next day Nissa, Henrik and Wilfer sat together in a screening room, watching the recordings of the still amazing feat they had managed. "That is terribly fuzzy," Wilfer said as they watched the shapes of the people from the other reality. "Spooky to see though. People from an alternate Earth. Living, moving and breathing."

"And covered." For Nissa there was no doubt that the people had covered themselves up. They looked covered even worse than the Redolans, the race from out of space that occasionally came to visit the Earth. "At least Redolans have the courtesy of removing a few of their layers when they are here."

"Well, you should consider that these people were not really here," Henrik reminded her.

"But they are covered! Why would they do that?" Nissa got up and started walking around the desk, a clear sign of her confusion. "You don't need that unless there is a cold spell and only then when you have to be outside. They were inside like we are, that is clear. It's so strange!"

"Maybe their version of Earth is much colder than ours," Wilfer thought out loud. "That might warrant coverings."

"Inside?" Nissa stopped her pacing for a moment to cast a look at the man. "There are so many ways to stay warm inside without the need for coverings, Wilfer. We all know that."

Henrik nodded in agreement. "Maybe their Earth has been visited by the Redolans as well and in their reality they adopted the habit to cover themselves."

"That doesn't even sound strange," Wilfer and Nissa agreed. "If that's the case then we can only pity them." The three pondered the issue a little while longer but decided soon that this wasn't something they could do anything about so they went to see a few people and talked about the possibility to repeat the experiment. The group came together in a park where they sat in the grass beneath a tree.

"Why would you do that?" Harrin Durfers asked. "It is a very complicated procedure and if these other people are really so different then what's the point?"

"That exactly is the point. We could collect more information, adjust our equipment to get clearer recordings, and study them a little. Perhaps we can even learn a little from them, how they became the way they are. No, let me finish. If we know what happened to them then we have a good indication what we should avoid so that doesn't happen to us. Imagine being covered in furs and fabrics all the time." Nissa let a hand slide over an arm and then her hip. "I think that alone would warrant another attempt." Harrin considered that for some time but Nissa knew her argument was hard to counter. The silence of the others present was proof enough of that, but Harrin was always a valuable person as he thought in a remarkable way. Finally he nodded.

"Yes. Of course. This needs to be repeated. You can start preparing." Harrin rose. "You all did wonderful work, I have to say. I'll have someone go around and inform the community that we will repeat this experiment. Will you be doing anything else before you are ready?"

Nissa shook her head. "We'll all be busy preparing everything to repeat this as soon as possible. I am convinced that the people in the alternate reality want to do that too. Who wouldn't, after such an encounter? Gloria will have to start the calculations for the next opportunity, Pavel will work with her and see if some of the equipment needs to be changed, and Henrik will be there for any questions."

Walmi Roders raised a hand and looked at Harrin. "A few people I know can help if you need hands." Harrin always needed people to help with harvesting and food processing.

"That is wonderful, Walmi. Walk with me." The two left the grass and walked off.

Pavel smiled. "Very good." Wilfer grinned at the man's amazing lack of words. The researchers then agreed to spend a week preparing for the next experiment.

~~~

Henrik sat in front of his house with his wife Nadinska. Their children, Royo and Elementine, had run off to visit friends and spend some time at the lake near the community. "It is so nice and quiet," Nadinska said as she put a leg over Henrik's knee. It was enough for him to stroke her shin, something simple to enjoy.

"It is indeed," he agreed. "I keep wondering about the other people we saw, Nadi." He looked at her, admiring her skin and all the marks on it that made her who she was. "They seemed completely covered, from chin to toe."

Nadinska shook her head. "Stop thinking about them, husband. They are living in their world and we are living ours." Her voice sang to him. "I would think that they are as happy in their world as we are in ours. Otherwise they would choose a different way of life, don't you think?" Henrik smiled. Her wisdom was always simple and to the core of the matter. Nadinska then pulled her leg back and got up. "Could we go for a walk? The weather is so wonderful, there is a little bit of wind. You know how nice it is to feel the wind on your skin." She didn't have to ask him twice. He loved walking in the wind. The only way that could be better was with her by his side. And his children if they were around.

"No foot protection today," Henrik decided. There were plenty of grassy or sandy paths to walk along that didn't have pebbles or stinging nettles so they could stay entirely naked, the way they liked best. Nadinska nodded and kissed his cheek as he reached for her hand. The two then walked off, following the trail along one of the long flowerbeds that were the pride of the neighbourhood.

They passed the long, uneven line of houses that theirs was part of. "Can you imagine the houses all being in a straight line?" Nadinska asked. "I heard from Bellou that a new town is experimenting with that."

Henrik frowned. "That would look very boring. How did Bellou hear of that?" Bellou was a lady in their long street who seemed to know about new things almost before they happened. No one knew how she did it but she was almost always right with these things.

"She didn't say. She never does. I think she likes to protect her secrets. Oh, look there!" Nadinska pointed at a group of brightly coloured, large butterflies playing around some orange ball-flowers. For humans the flowers had no smell at all, they just looked pretty, but they had an amazing appeal for the butterflies. Henrik recalled hearing the reason for that but had forgotten what that was. It didn't matter. He and his wife stopped and watched the butterflies dance around the flowers for a while. Suddenly one of the butterflies flew off and came close to the couple. They stood very still, curious to see what the butterfly would do. To Nadinska's delight it landed on one of her breasts. "Eeeh, it tickles," she whispered. That was enough to make the butterfly take flight again and join its family near the flowers.

"You should have remained quiet," Henrik said.

"But it tickled." Nadinska rubbed her breast. "Maybe next time I won't be so sensitive."

"I hope you will be. I like how sensitive you are," Henrik shared with her. "It is one of the wonderful things for which I married you, Nadi." She smiled as he put his arms around her and he loved the feeling of her warm skin against his. They stood there in their embrace for a while as several people strolled past them, smiling at their display of love for each other. Finally the couple's embrace broke and they decided to walk further.

"Maybe we can walk past the lake where Royo and Elementine are," Nadinska suggested. "We can tell them to remember they should come home then." Henrik agreed with that. The lake wasn't very far but it still would give them plenty of time to enjoy the walk and each other's company. Using the walkway would be faster but the weather was too nice to rush.

"We could even take a little dip ourselves when we're there," he said. Nadinska wasn't the swimming type but she wouldn't mind going in and having some fun splashing water around.

"The weather is good for it," she agreed and so they turned their steps to the lake. It wasn't very far from where they were, and once they got there, their children came running and hugged them, cooling their parents with their wet bodies.

"Mom, Dad, we swam furthest under water today!" Elementine was very excited about that as she loved swimming. Henrik sometimes thought she would make it her work if there was a future in that. He praised her, and also Royo. The boy wasn't as good a swimmer as his sister but still he'd done well.

"Will you come and swim with us?" their son asked. Henrik and Nadinska both knew the children would love that so they agreed and went into the water with them. Soon of course the children were out of sight, swimming much faster, and mingling with the other children who hadn't left the water yet. Henrik slowly swam along as his wife waded through the water.

"They have so much fun here," she said. "I'm glad we have a house this near to the lake." Henrik laughed at that silently. Every house in the community was close to the lake. Yet he agreed with her. The lake was a good place to have near, and often Elementine would go swimming here on her own, not even taking a towel. The walk home would usually dry her completely. That happened to the family of four when the parents finally managed to drag their children out of the water. They had to resort to the promise of cooking Royo's favourite food, and some of Elementine's too, but that never was a problem. The outdoor cooking set was waiting for them and the children offered to make dinner instead of joining the group dinner.

"Just make sure you wear that apron," Henrik warned them. Last time they'd been a bit too enthused with things and Royo had gotten quite a burn mark on his arm.

"Don't worry, Dad," said the boy as he rubbed the spot where he'd gotten burnt. "I think I learnt my lesson. I'll make sure the little brat is careful too."

"I'm not a brat," Elementine said as she looked up at her brother. "And I'm not little." After that she went inside to fetch two aprons.

~~~

"When do you think you will ready?" Nissa, Henrik, Pavel and Gloria sat in the control room where they were going over the details of a next attempt to manifest that other reality. Some equipment had been replaced and looked very good and usable.

"A few more days?" Henrik asked as he looked at Pavel. Pavel held up a hand and alternated between sticking up one and two fingers. "One or two, obviously."

Nissa sighed. "Pavel, it won't hurt to talk, you know. This is getting a bit out of hand. You seem to need an interpreter for everything." Pavel looked at her and nodded. Gloria grinned as she watched the scene.

"Just leave him," the quantum physics scientist said. "He does his job in the best way and if that means doing it in silence we're all fine with that." Henrik couldn't nor wanted to bring anything against those words. They looked at the charts and lists on the monitors again and worked until deep in the night. By then Pavel had decided on needing just one more day for final preparations. Nissa promised she'd warn Wilfer and Harrin about it so they could have the specialists adjust the time-fluxer to the newest settings. The changes were minimal but according to Gloria and Pavel they could make a big difference.

When Henrik left the building he looked up at the stars and the small strip of moon overhead. In two days they'd repeat the experiment. He wondered if the people in that other reality would look at the moon and the stars at times as well. The night was nice and there was hardly any wind. Henrik ran his hand over his bare chest, appreciated that he was alive in such a wonderful time of scientific advancement, and walked home.








  
  
Chapter 4.




"We have to repeat this, Roger." Walter Nielsen was just about ready to hit the innocent table with his fist, in order to make the financial man see reason. "This isn't just about a handful of money; this is research. Advancement. The break-through of barriers between worlds!" 

"True, true," Roger nodded as he shuffled a few sheets of papers filled with numbers about. "But at what cost should all that break-through happen? Have you ever thought about breaking the bank?"

As Walter and Roger went on about money, Denise yawned and didn't try to hide it. She didn't want to be part of this endless talk. She wanted to be at her console, setting parameters, verifying read-outs and hitting the button to see that strange, other world again. Instead she was stuck here in this stupid meeting. She'd stolen a sheet of paper from Roger and tore off strips. She rolled bits in tiny balls and tried to throw them in Roger's coffee that had gone cold by now anyway. 'I sucked at basket ball and I suck at this,' she admitted to herself and wished for more coffee while another yawn revealed itself.

Across the table Elisabeth had tried to keep an interested expression but she too just wanted to get back to the calculations, tweaking the time-fluxer and going for another run. She'd dreamed of the ghostly people they'd seen the previous day. Had they really been nude or had it been a trick of the light? Walter and Denise were convinced they'd been naked. Elisabeth wasn't that certain yet and hoped to get a closer and clearer look at the other people. Her mind drifted away from the meeting room. How would that feel, she wondered, being naked in the control room? She felt how her cheeks got hot. Everybody in there would stare at her! But was that a valid conclusion? They should all be naked there, like the ones they'd seen. Imagine a whole naked world. It was fascinating to think of, but Elisabeth had great difficulty picturing herself in it, with her bodily flaws like the stretch marks, and the scar on her thigh and the one on her stomach from that surgery which had almost cost her her life. Elisabeth didn't want to dwell on that so she forced her attention back to the meeting room and was relieved to find that Roger was gathering his paperwork and Walter had a smug look on his face. Apparently he'd managed to get enough finances for the project. The project leader looked at her and winked. Yep, that was encouraging. Roger muttered something that was meant to be polite and then disappeared. 

There had also been some talk about informing Marcus Holger, the official director of the research organisation, but Walter had decided to leave that be for now. They didn't have anything solid yet, and Marcus Holger was a stiff-necked person who wanted proof of everything.

"Well, that was a tough one," said Walter. "But we're getting the money for another round. In a few days we'll be ready for it, won't we?"

"If we can get cracking from here," Denise said who by now lay with her head on her arms. She blew away from of her hair to see Walter, not ready yet to lift her head. "Good job, boss. Can I sleep now?"

"No, you can't. You're coming with me," said Walter as he rose. "We're going out for a heavy duty lunch and celebrate that we're going to repeat the experiment."

"Oh, wow." Denise yawned and sat up. "Solid coffee lunch for me, please. Strong enough that I can chew it would be perfect."

"Gone to bed too late last night?" Elisabeth chuckled, knowing that Denise liked to party once in a while.

"Nah. Got up too early today," Denise countered as she dragged herself to her feet. "There is a difference, you should know. And otherwise I'll teach you some day." She examined Elisabeth. "Something wrong? It looks as if you're sleepy. Rosy cheeks and all that."

Those words made Elisabeth blush again and now even more. "No, I'm fine, thanks. I was just thinking about these other Earth folks. About them being naked, I mean."

"Ah! And you want us to be naked in the control room next time," Denise said and flashed a big grin at Walter and pretended to rip off her shirt. Walter laughed at her comment and was glad she only pretended her gesture.

"For god's sake no!" Elisabeth wished she'd kept her mouth shut. "I was just thinking about how it would be to be naked all the time."

"Who says they're naked all the time?" Walter asked. "Maybe they have some strange setup that requires being naked when they're in their control room."

"Or it could be some religious thing," Denise offered. "Religion makes people do weird shit." Coming up with various reasons why the others hadn't been dressed, the three left the room and went in search of the lunch that Walter had mentioned.

~~~

That evening Elisabeth stood in front of her tall bedroom mirror and looked at herself. She saw an average built woman, with short, brown hair that refused to curl no matter which threat a hairdresser would issue. "I can't believe I'm doing this," she told her mirror as she dropped her bath robe and looked at her naked body. She tried to be as analytical about it as she was with her work, but this was her body, not some quantum physics calculation to be worked out. The scar on her stomach was larger than she remembered, and white, even against her pale skin. No way she'd go into the sun in a bikini with something like that showing. She lifted her sagging breasts and dropped them again. Not much to be done about those either. She turned sideways and examined her silhouette. "You sit too much, woman," she decided as she inspected her bottom. "You should park the car halfway to work and walk the rest." She'd told herself a dozen times before and never gotten beyond the telling stage. Maybe tomorrow. The yeah, right already echoed through her head.

"If you people are naked all the time then I admire your guts," Elisabeth said as she picked up her robe and wrapped it around her. The thing was a bit warm but she'd turn the air conditioning up a bit. Hooray for modern conveniences. "Or you have found a way to replicate the fountain of eternal beauty." Hah, that would be something, she thought to herself as she walked to the living room and sat down. She picked up her book and opened it, but half an hour later she was still thinking about the odd encounter. They were going to try and do another one. A lot of equipment would be upgraded to the latest and greatest, Walter had said. Everything to get as much information from that other world as possible, because no one knew how long a new contact would last. The first one had been a mere ten seconds. Video footage had been analysed, theories had been brought up and based on those things the team had decided on which upgrades and enhancements had to be done.

"We'll see." Elisabeth put her book down and started switching off the lights. Tomorrow would be a day of running tests, checking settings and making sure the calibrations were correct. Of course that was more Denise's department but it was fun hanging out with her and learning a few things of Denise's trade as well. Elisabeth looked at the thermostat of the air conditioning. Nah, leave it at that. She walked to the bedroom, slipped into a night gown and into bed. Her dreams were filled with beautiful, naked people looking at all kinds of alien equipment.

~~~

The cafeteria of the research building was buzzing with life and voices. All the tests had been done and nothing had been found to be wrong. Walter looked at his coffee and noticed himself to be more than usually excited about what they were going to do today. The first attempt had been a theoretical one. Nobody had any clue if there would be an actual alternate reality. Elisabeth had done the calculations for that, three independent peers had checked them and verified that the theoretical work was correct. Today was different. Today they'd try to actively connect to whatever world it was that they'd seen before, and hopefully make it last a bit longer than these few seconds. Maybe, he fantasised, they could even establish some kind of portal that would allow people from both worlds to visit the other one. In his younger years Walter had read many science fiction books, and his mind had never ceased exploring these possibilities. Imagine going down in history as the first person getting this done!

"Hey," said Ramon Gutierrez as he sat down with Walter. "Ready for the big one?" Ramon was a good guy, a techie who was Denise's equal and stand-by outside the control room.

"Everything's ready so we're good to go." Walter looked around for the others of the team. Denise was at the coffee machine, looking as if she needed a permanent hookup. Elisabeth wasn't around yet, and Roger might not even show up. They didn't need him for anything functional but it would be nice if he was there. That way the sponsors of the project had their personal eye witness of the events.

"Good. If she's not up to the task I'm willing to step in," Ramon said. He'd clearly seen Denise as well.

"Thanks, Ramon, but I think she'll cope." Walter grinned. He knew that Ramon would give his left pinky to be in the control room, as would many others, but he had chosen his team with care. Then the clock ticked to 9:30am. A signal sounded, the cue for the entire crew to take their places.

"We're gonna do this, right?" said Denise who walked out of the cafeteria next to Walter. The coffee had clearly woken her up and she carried another dose with her.

"We are, but you're not going to do that inside the control room." Walter pointed at her coffee.

"Don't worry. I'll make that go away before we're there."

As they walked down the corridor Elisabeth joined them. "Sorry! I overslept!"

"How dare you. That's my jurisdiction," Denise joked. She was known to rush in at the last minute.

Once inside the control room things became serious. All systems were already powered on. Denise and Elisabeth went over the readouts and gave Walter the thumbs-up.

"The wait is now for the fluxer," Elisabeth reported, more for the cameras and audience than for Walter. He knew the procedure. The time-fluxer would be charged slowly to prevent burning it up from the inside. Previous attempts in test-situations had proven fast charging it was a bad idea.

The door opened and Roger came in. "Sorry," was all he said as he closed the door behind him and took a seat next to Walter. "Did I miss anything?" His words conveyed how much he was interested in the goal of the project. He was just about the money.

"Not much unless you mean the little green men," Walter shrugged.

"What little green- Oh." Roger sighed and took his phone. Walter took it from him and switched it off.

"You know the drill. No personal electronics in here."

"But I need to-"

"If you really need to then you go outside and stay there until the experiment is over." Walter was quite pissed off. He'd told Roger a dozen times already and the man chose to ignore it at least as often.

"Stupid. There's nothing but electronics in here," Roger offered his last defence and then sat back.

Twenty minutes later the time-fluxer was charged. Walter and Roger watched how Denise adjusted things and checked them with Elisabeth. Roger prodded Walter. "Man, that Denise is a sexy chick, isn't she?" he whispered.

Walter looked at Roger. "Can you please shut up? And why are you thinking of that at this moment? It's not too late for me to throw you out." Even more displeased than before Roger sat back again as he started to hum an annoying tune. Only after a very threatening look from Walter he stopped. The project leader wondered what was wrong with the man. He'd been with the project from the beginning and now it felt as if he was trying to sabotage things. "How are the systems looking, ladies?" he then asked. The curve on the screen that showed the - still theoretical - approach of the other Earth was coming closer.

"A few more minutes and we're ready to go." Elisabeth looked at Walter as she noticed the change from his usual "How are we looking, ladies?" She'd clearly missed something but the expression on Roger's face gave her a fair clue about the reason for it. Walter's nod made her turn back to the console.

Two more minutes later Elisabeth and Denise agreed that the systems were stable, power was everywhere that it was needed and that they could push the button at any moment now. It was Walter who had to give them the go, though. Walter looked at Roger, then at the women at the controls. "Everything is in working order," he reported for the audience. "Elisabeth, Denise. Whenever you're ready."

"Initiating flux activation in five... four... three.. two... one." Elisabeth tapped the button. The whine of the time-fluxer was artificially audible in the control room to add to the experience. Everyone knew that but its effect was still amazing. The gauges jumped to life as the energy field was building up and the pitch of the whine soon was beyond human hearing. Denise kept reading out loud all the important changes she saw, with Elisabeth double checking. "Reaching critical power in a few seconds," she reported. The control room seemed to fade a little. It had done that the first time as well but now it was more pronounced. Shapes seemed to fade in and out. A strange but pleasant smell spread through the control room.

"There they are." Walter rose and pointed at the three shapes they'd seen before. Two of them were at a table or desk, like Denise and Elisabeth. The third one stood to the side and was clearly looking into their control room! Walter got up and walked to where this third shape stood.

"Walter. What are you doing?" Elisabeth saw him move but was too late. Walter reached out to touch the shape nearest to him. At that moment something blinded everyone.









