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Dedication



This book is dedicated to all nudists and naturists around the world. I hope that more people will learn that nudity in itself is not something bad or even evil. 






GENERAL NOTICE.






This is a work of fantasy fiction, and as a work of fiction, any resemblance to people, places or things is entirely accidental. The creation of certain buildings and locations is entirely the work of the author to avoid conflict and comparison with existing structures.

This work of fiction deals with nudism and will mention nudity. It's sad that this has to be mentioned, as nudity should not be the shocking state that a person can be in that's it considered these days. Note that this means nudity, not sex.

~ P.Z. Walker







Chapter 1




Elisabeth watched the 'young ones' as they set up the new local portal. She was glad to leave all this to them. Several years had passed and they had started to wear down on her. She was getting tired. Not physically, but mentally. It was as if her body wasn't changing at all since that strange happening which got her amazing powers back. 

"Is this the right way?" Ravna looked at her, expectantly.

She suppressed a sigh and got up. Of course it was the right way, but no matter how often she told him so, she knew he still longed for her approval, which was entirely unnecessary. Just as unnecessary as her getting up, which probably added to his feeling that she should slap a seal of approval on what he and his team did. "It's..." Elisabeth frowned as she looked at the construction that was erected against a cabin. "Different. What did you do?"

Ravna looked puzzled. "I did nothing. I mean, I didn't change anything." He looked at his girlfriend, Yanko, who shook her head and confirmed they hadn't done anything differently.

"We have a set plan for this, right? We follow it, and it works. Simple and safe."

Elisabeth frowned. Something was off with this portal. "We're not activating it," she decided. "This doesn't feel safe to me."

Ravna knew better than to argue with this woman. She was getting up in her years and no one could tell. And she was formidable. She possessed crazy powers, which everyone respected. Some actually feared her.

Elisabeth was strangely relieved that she had checked this portal. How was it that this felt wrong, while they had done everything exactly like the last one? She put a hand on the wood. "It's in here."

"What is in there?" Ravna looked puzzled, and with reason.

"There is something inside the wood that doesn't belong there." Elisabeth didn't understand it either, but she knew it was so. That worried her. She had gotten so accustomed to knowing things now, that this not-understanding was weird.

"Hmm." Ravna tapped his chin with a finger as he thought about that. "It's just wood. We can replace it. There's plenty of that around."

Plenty was perhaps a bit overstated, because this area wasn't covered in trees, but he was right.

"Let me check these beams," Elisabeth said. She knelt down with a few good candidates for a portal and put her hand on them. "These feel alright. Let's go ahead and use these."

The simple design of the portals made replacing the wood easy. Ravna and Yanko were done with that quickly, and connected the wires to the module that powered the system.

"This looks good," Yanko said. "The line to the other units is stable."

Elisabeth walked around the portal. It looked exactly like it should. "Don't switch it on yet." She touched the frame and again she had that strange sensation that something was off. "I don't understand this."

"Wrong again?" Ravna's voice made it clear he didn't believe it.

"Wrong again," Elisabeth confirmed. "We can activate it and throw a twig through, though. See what happens. But stay away from the thing until we're sure this is not going to harm anything. Or anyone."

Yanko extended the wires so they could carry the control unit far from the portal.

"Is something amiss?" a man from the community asked. "We are looking forward to having this transport system."

"We know," Ravna said, "but Elisabeth is worried about something, so we want to test it first."

"I am willing to volunteer and step through it." The man smiled.

Elisabeth had a flashback to Buddhist monks, seeing his serene face. "That might not be a good idea. We'll use a twig instead."

The man just stepped away, sat down and watched the proceedings.

Elisabeth picked up a twig and joined Ravna and his girlfriend. "This should be safe. Switch it on, and set the destination to one of the most northern stations. Traffic there is very limited, so there's little risk of hitting someone with this twig."

Ravna laughed. "That twig won't hurt anyone." He checked the settings on the module and activated the portal. The barely audible hum told them that it was active. "So far, so good."

The twig flew and hit the portal's frame.

"Drat. My basketball days are really over," Elisabeth muttered. Ignoring Yanko, who asked what basketball was, she picked up another twig, walked up to the portal and was about to throw the twig through when she noticed something off. "This is wrong, Ravna."

"What is wrong?" He joined her and looked at the device. "Yes. This is wrong." The shimmer inside the frame, that indicated a safe connection to the destination portal in the laboratory, wasn't there. Elisabeth didn't feel safe throwing the twig now. She had no idea what might happen. 'Nothing' would be good, but what if the portal blew up? And the other end as well, if there was indeed a connection? Anything might happen.

Ravna turned to Yanko and asked her to switch the unit off. Once that was done, Elisabeth and he inspected the frame. Elisabeth noticed the same anomaly inside the wood that she'd felt in the previous frame. "I have no idea what's going on, but we're not leaving this here behind."

Several more people from the community had gathered and asked if there was anything they could do to help.

"No, it's nothing you did or do," Ravna said, as he started detaching the wires. "I agree with Elisabeth. We need to make sure this is safe and working well."

They all felt bad for these people. This was one of the last places that had to be 'connected' to the portal grid, and this was where the work grounded to a halt. It didn't sit well with Elisabeth. Why did this happen all of a sudden? This wasn't anything special as far as location or material. The wood they used had been 'local wood' everywhere, as it was silly to take that along with them. For that reason she decided they should take the wood back home with them. She wondered if they should also take the beams from the first attempt with them, but then they'd be hauling a lot of material, which was crazy.

"We'll come back and finish this as soon as we discover what's not right," Elisabeth promised the group. "I hope it won't be long."

"It is fine," the man said, who seemed to be somewhat the leader of this small community. "We have always walked. We can walk a little longer." His words made Elisabeth notice their bodies. They looked slim and strong. All of them had muscular legs, even the younger ones. Yes, these people walked a lot.

She wished them well, took Yanko and Ravna by a hand - who in turn held on to their equipment - and transported them back to their own community.

*

"Do you want us to put this inside?" Yanko pointed at the laboratory door with one of the beams she held.

"Yes, go ahead, and switch off the portal inside, before someone gets funny ideas. I'm not going to check this yet. I need to think about this first." Elisabeth had no idea what would be the matter with the wood. They had done this so often. Literally hundreds of times and nothing like this had ever happened. "No, wait. Don't put it inside," she said as Yanko and Ravna started walking. "Leave it here, outside. We'll make a test setup with this tomorrow, somewhere far away, and see what happens when we switch it on there."

"Why not now?" Ravna asked.

"Because there is no need to rush this, and maybe I can think of some reason that this occurs."

The man nodded. "I'll go and switch off the portal inside."

Elisabeth left them to it and walked off. First she went by the house where she lived with Cobyo and Gloria, but the two weren't there. She hadn't expected them to be. They'd probably be in Roger's community, or they might have traveled to Kun-Yin's world, to talk about the possibilities of getting Gloria's arm restored. Again. They had been there so often already, and each time another problem came up. Elisabeth wondered if she would be willing to go through all that to get an arm back. Gloria seemed to be doing well without it by now, and Cobyo or Elisabeth were always there to help with the few things she couldn't manage. Then she had to admit that living without one arm would be easier for her, with those abilities at hand. She grinned at her joke, no matter how bad it was.

"I need a place to think," she told herself, and triggered the sensation to transport herself. It wasn't hard for her to find the right spot for it. Together with Ravna and Yanko, she'd been all over the inhabited areas of this world, and the community near one of the seas was her destination. It reminded her a bit of Hawaii, as far as she could remember that. The warm sand under her feet supplied instant relaxation. That surprised her a bit. Had she really been that tense?

There were a few people on the beach with her. Two of them looked surprised. Of course. They weren't used to someone appearing out of thin air. Elisabeth waved at them and walked to the lazy waves that rolled up to the sand. The sensation of the water around her ankles, and her legs as she walked on, worked miracles on her mind. All the pressure, the things people expected from her as the wonder woman, all the things that still needed to be done, everything seemed to wash away as the water enveloped her while she walked on.

Swimming was something she'd begun to like on this Earth. In her old life, so far in the past, she'd never made time for it. Here she did. It was what she needed. To be alone at times, to float in the water, just being without having to do anything, without being needed by someone.

Elisabeth swam out into the ocean for a while, the lay on her back and let the water carry her. It didn't matter where it took her; she would be able to return anywhere, anytime.

For a while she pushed away any thought. That was something she'd taught herself here. Having her head full of everything and everyone wasn't sustainable. Not even for her. Offloading those things into the water, or letting those burdens fly up into the air, that was what kept her going. At times she envied Cobyo, whose powers hadn't returned. Life was so much easier for him, she could see that. At the same time, though, the idea of losing these abilities filled her with a strange dread. After all this time they belonged to her.

She caught herself thinking about all this and smiled. No, not now, thoughts. Go away, this is me-time, she told her mind. Peace descended upon her once more, and she just 'was'. She was aware of the tiny currents below her, in the water, where sea creatures lived. The air and the warm sun over her, that touched her bare skin, made her feel alive again at a level she'd only experienced here. So many years of living naked, and still this managed to surprise her. The depth of relaxation, of knowing herself, was amazing here. Again, these were thoughts, but they mattered. This was important.

The state of relaxation spread out through her body, and from there it seemed to flow on even further, as if she could sense for hundreds or even thousands of miles around her. She noticed tiny ripples of... something, and it happened in... different places. Elisabeth knew that they came from other people, not to her. There was, however, one ripple that couldn't belong to anything human. It was too far away from the Earth for that. The confusing bit was that it felt human and non-human at the same time. With a frown, Elisabeth lowered her legs down into the water and focused on the apparition she noticed. Would she be able to transport herself to it? She probably could, but it was somewhere in outer space, and she wasn't really ready to visit that environment. A moment later, the sensation vanished.







Chapter 2




Slowly she swam back to the shoreline and lay down in the sand to dry. The sun was willing to do that for her, which was wonderful. This was one of those few moments that no one needed her. At least not that she was aware of, because there was  always someone who needed her.

Her mind drifted off to the strange sensation she'd had with that latest portal. They had set up so many of those things and now this one, the last one as far as they knew, was giving them trouble. She'd ask Ravna to build a new one near the lab, from wood they had used lots of times, and they'd test it there. Only then they'd take everything over to where it had to go.

"Damn you, stupid woman," she scolded herself. "You're busy with stuff again. You didn't come here for that." Elisabeth felt a bit annoyed with herself, but she knew she couldn't help it. This all was just too wild. Consciously pushing back a sigh, she sat up. "Maybe you should do something else that's fun," she told herself. That was a good idea, and she knew exactly where she'd have to go for that.

She checked around, to make sure no one would get nervous about her popping away. Nobody seemed to pay her any attention. The woman got up and triggered her transport sense.

*

A lone shape appeared not far from the massive jungle from where the sounds of enormous animals were coming. Elisabeth smiled. The dinosaurs and the other huge creatures were active today. It would be easy to see some of them.

She started walking. Usually she would come here with a group of people, eager to spot those amazing animals. Today she would do this on her own. She knew she could do this. If anyone could, it was her.

Standing among the first line of trees, she looked up and marveled again at their size. These things dwarfed the biggest redwood trees on her old Earth, and these trees weren't even the largest in this jungle, nor on this Earth. Vines, thicker than her arm, curled down those giants.

A cry from the jungle made her turn and walk on. There were creatures to see and perhaps even to discover.

Elisabeth remembered the location of a watering hole in this jungle. She'd visited it a few times with the two guides from Roger's and Yalda's community, a while ago. Hmm, that while was perhaps a bit longer ago than she was willing to admit. The years here had flown by since they had helped to kick the Redolans off the other Earth. It was a bit surprising that those creatures hadn't made it to Kun-Yin's Earth yet, but they were prepared. The blue flowers were growing great there.

Oh, wait, walking in a jungle with dinosaurs required some attention, she reminded herself.

For a while she walked faster, focusing on what she was here for, which meant that she approached her destination quickly. Before long, she was aware she should climb one of the huge trees and continue her journey over the many wide branches. She'd be able to withstand any attack of a dinosaur, but there was no reason for a confrontation. She was here to enjoy the view of those amazing creatures.

The simple act of climbing up a tree was a source of delight for Elisabeth. She could do so many things so easily, including this, but this time she relied on her body, her muscles. For that reason she enjoyed being out of breath after reaching the enormous branch that she had chosen to be her first elevated path deeper into the jungle.

As she had learned from the first two guides, she kept to the center of the branch and looked around all the time. This huge forest wasn't only home to dinosaurs on the ground; there also were lots of flying creatures around. Some of them could hit a person and throw them off-balance, and a drop to the jungle floor was not a fun thing. Not even for Elisabeth, although she would be able to regain her position before making contact with the sand and the roots below.

A huge butterfly, one wing the size of her hand, fluttered by. It made her smile. A roar in the distance made her pay attention to her surroundings again. She walked a bit faster and jumped from branch to branch, venturing deeper into the jungle and coming closer to the watering hole, where most of the animals would gather.

She didn't make it there.

An oversized triceratops came running down a path. Elisabeth couldn't believe that creature was able to go so fast without hitting anything. The thought had barely crossed her mind when the animal rammed the tree she was in. The trunk shook, as did the branch she was on. She fell and grabbed some twigs to stay aloft. Meeting an armored dinosaur was not a good plan.

"Calm down, buddy," she whispered. "I wonder what made you do that."

The triceratops shook its mighty head, roared, and took off again, deeper into the jungle.

Elisabeth decided to go into the direction where the animal had come from. That would serve two purposes: one, to get as much space between her and the animal as she could, and two, to see if anything odd was going on there.

After getting up and making sure that no other animals were coming along to shake her tree, she hopped to the next branch and kept going. This route wouldn't get her closer to the watering hole, but curiosity had gotten the better of her. She enjoyed this journey through the jungle, doing it the physical way, smelling the forest around her, feeling leaves slap against her naked skin and the rough bark under her feet,.

"Something weird is going on here," she decided, as she stopped. The sounds of the forest were still there; the birds and the wind, but where were the dinosaurs? They should be all over the area. She frowned as she looked back. No, she hadn't missed anything. With a mere thought she transported herself to the forest floor and waited. There was no rumbling under her feet to indicate that heavy-weights were around.

Elisabeth started to jog, using her powers to go faster and faster. This situation needed to be figured out, so she shouldn't waste any time in going slowly.

*

The first sign of things being wrong was a group of trees lying on the ground, some of them hanging against their neighbors. Trees could fall over, she knew that, but not this kind. These were forest giants with their roots so deep in the ground that nothing short of a super-hurricane or a nuclear blast would flatten them. Both occurrences wouldn't have gone unnoticed.

Elisabeth saw that the trees had been snapped off just a few feet above the ground. "What the hell happened here?" She ran on, finding more and more trees cracked and snapped off.

Her run stopped when she reached a spot in the forest where there were no trees. There was ash all over the area. More than a thousand square feet of jungle had gone up in ash that reached up to her hips. That wasn't even the strangest thing though. In the middle of the gray-white space was a kind of obelisk, some twenty feet high, and it emitted a soft, light-blue light.

"What the hell..."

Elisabeth's initial thought was to wade through the ash, to get closer to the odd pillar, but something warned her to be careful. Perhaps this was no ordinary ash. The idea made her laugh for a moment, but she was a scientist. This was extra-ordinary, so it had to be treated as such. "I need some help with this." An instant later she was in the nearby community, walking through the street where Roger and Yalda lived.

*

Neither of the two were at home. Of course. Elisabeth had expected that. She asked a passer-by if he knew where she could find Roger.

"Roger is at the greenhouses," the man knew. "They are working on..."

Before he could explain what it was, Elisabeth had vanished and reappeared at the greenhouses. The number of buildings had grown a lot lately, with the scientists from Kun-Yin's world visiting and bringing lots of exciting ideas and technologies to this world. Elisabeth tried to keep an eye on that, because not every technology belonged here.

She went into the first building and asked for Roger.

"He's around. Please, let me find him for you," said a woman. Elisabeth had seen her here many times before. It was almost as if she lived in this place. She guessed that she herself would be able to find the man faster, but she smiled and thanked the woman.

Elisabeth walked past the large, glass cabinets in which things were grown. Most of them were still young. She had no idea what she was looking at.

"Elisabeth!" Roger came walking up to her, his arms wide and inviting. He hugged the woman. "What's the reason for this visit? Are you looking for a chair?"

"Chair?" Elisabeth pointed at a cabinet. "That's going to be a chair?"

"Yes. A special request one."

"Right. Roger, I need you to come with me, and you have to pack some equipment." Elisabeth explained where she'd been and what she'd found.

"Wait. Three feet of ash and a pulsating obelisk?"

She couldn't blame him for looking incredulous. "Indeed. I'm still surprised about it too. About what I found, and that no one here or in the community heard anything."

"I will run around and get some scanning equipment. We got something new to try the other day, it would be fun to see if it works."

"Go for it. Oh, and round up one or two young folks too."

Roger turned, as he'd started walking off. "Young folks? Do you mean I'm getting old?"

Elisabeth knew she'd hit a soft spot. "Your hair is white, young man, and you're well over fifty by now. Having some young folks with us, to do the running around for you, would be good. If there is any running around needed, that is. And otherwise they will learn something from you. While you gather the things and the people, I'll go outside and wait for you there."

"True. It's good to spread the knowledge." Roger nodded as he walked off.

Elisabeth grinned and walked after him, then left the building. She waited patiently for Roger and the others to come. She was sure the obelisk wouldn't disappear. And if it did... so be it.

"Here we are." Roger carried a box. With him were two others, a boy no older than fifteen and a girl in her early twenties. Elisabeth recognized them.

"Good to see you again," she said. "Come, let's all hold hands. I'm taking us to the jungle. Roger did tell you what we're going to see, right?"

"Yes. An obelisk that gives off light," the boy said.

"And a lot of ash that comes from burned trees," the girl added.

"Correct." Elisabeth held out her hands. "Hold on. Here we go."

*

Roger was used to this kind of travel. The youngsters were a bit off-balance at first, and impressed as well.

"Wow. That is indeed a big pile of ashes," Roger said as they faced the grey area. "And... I've never seen anything like that before." He pointed at the obelisk, which was still slowly pulsating its blue light.

The girl, Jonene, took the box from him and opened it. In a skilled manner she unloaded it and handed out devices to everyone, even to Elisabeth. As she did so, the girl gave a quick explanation of what the device did and where to touch it to activate it. She was interrupted by a loud roar, which made everyone freeze. They were, after all, in the jungle where the dinosaurs and many far more dangerous creatures lived.

"It's far away," Elisabeth assured them. "I'll keep an eye out, don't worry."

"Feran, you scan the ash layer," Jonene said. "If any reading goes over three yellow, you need to warn us."

"I'm not a kid anymore, Jonene." Feran switched the unit on, adjusted something and started walking.

"Sorry!" Jonene called after him. "I keep forgetting he's much smarter than most others." She smiled. "Do you need help with that?" she then asked Elisabeth. "It's perhaps not what you're used to." It was clear that she was worried she'd offend the scientist.

"I think I'll be fine," Elisabeth said. "We'll first wait for Feran to give us the green light."

"White," Jonene said. "White is safe. Green isn't safe."

Elisabeth looked at Roger, who shrugged. He then pointed his device at the obelisk and scanned it.

"That's odd," he immediately said. "According to this scanner, there's nothing."

"What?" Elisabeth couldn't believe that. They all saw the pillar.

"Here. Look for yourself." Roger handed the unit to Elisabeth, who checked it with Jonene. It said there was nothing solid.

"The ash is just ash," Feran said. He'd done his round and showed the device. "All white, all safe." He grabbed a handful of the ash, which seemed to vanish to his touch. "Oh..." He grabbed another handful, which also vanished.

"That's at least as strange as the obelisk that's not there," Roger said. He took some ash as well and rubbed the remains between his fingers. "A bit oily," he said. "I don't feel anything else."

They decided it would be safe to walk through, but because no one knew anything more about the stuff, Elisabeth wanted to get rid of it before they walked up to the pillar.

"I think I know what to do with it," she said. "Everyone, move back to those trees." As soon as the others were at a safe distance, she willed a net around the ash and pulled it together and towards her. At the same time, she transported herself and the net high into the atmosphere, close to where actual space began. There she let go of the net. The ash disappeared like snow in the sun, but in a high-speed time-lapse way. Mere seconds passed until there was nothing left. So strange, Elisabeth thought as she returned to the jungle. There had been over eight huge trees in that layer of dust. How could that be so compact and light at the same time?

"Something very odd is happening here," Roger said. "Nothing indicates there was any kind of... anything. No explosion, no radiation, nothing that would manage to cut down so many trees and turn them into dust like that."

Elisabeth agreed. The ash had more been like dust. "And the pillar? Have you gone near it yet?"

"We were about to," Jonene said, "but Roger suggested we wait for you."

"Well, I'm here, so let's have a look."







Chapter 3




Roger and Elisabeth walked up to the strange obelisk. It had six sides, they noticed, instead of four. Roger remarked that it looked like a kind of crystal. 

"I've never seen this kind of material," Elisabeth said. It was milky white and had many blue 'veins' running through it. Those veins pulsated, and they kept doing that as the two people came closer.

Jonene and Feran came closer too, holding their scanners and walking around the obelisk.

Feran said he still didn't see anything out of the ordinary. "Everything is still white."

Elisabeth touched the surface of the pillar. "It's warm. Warmer than it should be in this environment. Wait..." She picked up a build-up of energy inside the obelisk, and it grew fast. "Everyone, get away from this thing. Now!" She grabbed Jonene and Feran by a hand and transported them several hundred feet away. Then she returned to get Roger, who was already running. Her way was faster.

"Why..." Roger began to ask. His words were cut off by a flash of light that surrounded the pillar. After that flash, there was a cloud of smoke that hid the obelisk from view for a few seconds. Then they heard someone coughing.

"What..." Roger looked at Elisabeth.

"No idea, but that sounds human to me," she said. She started walking towards the fading cloud and found a man lying on the ground. He wore a loincloth and he was still coughing. "Are you okay?" she asked.

The man looked up. "I am... Oh..."

Elisabeth understood his surprise. The loincloth told her that his society, wherever that was, wasn't a nude one. "Are you okay?" she asked again.

"Yes, yes." He sat up and checked himself. "It appears as if I am still in one piece." The man looked around and was visibly impressed with the jungle. As he got up he asked where he was. "Maybe I should first introduce myself... My name is Soran Jos and I come from another world."

"I'm Elisabeth. Those are Roger, Feran and Jonene. Welcome to this version of Earth." Elisabeth sensed something peculiar around this man Soran Jos.

He looked at her for a moment. "So you are no stranger to the pathways?"

"The pathways?" Roger looked puzzled.

"We call them portals," Elisabeth clarified. "And yes, we have them too." She pointed at the obelisk. "Do you have anything to do with that?"

Soran looked somewhat puzzled. "Yes. Of course. That is a path-maker."

"A what?" As she asked that, Elisabeth understood the word. The alternate Earth where Soran came from didn't use wooden portals. They used these things. "Oh. I see."

Now Soran looked surprised. "You have them too, do you not?"

"We do. Ours look a bit different, though. A lot different, actually." Elisabeth looked at the man. "What brought you here? Did you detect this alternative Earth and you decided to come visit? If so, you chose a dangerous place to arrive."

"No," Soran said. "We did not even know of this Earth. We were testing a small modification to our path-maker and... something did not work the way it should. That is inexplicable, because the change was minor; this should not have had a major impact."

Elisabeth frowned. "Hmm, so in your world something isn't working either. That's odd."

Soran asked what she meant, and she explained about their latest portal that refused to work. She was glad that their attempt hadn't thrown anyone into another, unknown Earth.

Roger then said, "Perhaps it's best that we continue this conversation elsewhere? We are in the jungle, and it's just a matter of time before the big animals return now it's safe."

"Big animals?" Soran looked around.

"Dinosaurs," Jonene said, "and Roger is right. We should go."

"What about the path-maker?" Elisabeth asked Soran. "Is it safe to leave it here like that?" Any self-respecting dinosaur would flatten the pillar without even knowing it did so.

The man seemed to wonder about the question. He turned to the obelisk, reached out to it and - it disappeared. "Of course I cannot leave it here."

"Ehm... How did you do that? And what did you do? Where is it?" Elisabeth was now the puzzled party, together with the other three.

"I have... special abilities," Soran said. "I can 'do things' to objects, and I can rapidly move between places. I am sorry if I frightened you."

"Move between places... you mean like this?" Elisabeth popped a few hundred feet away and returned to the others.

"Yes, exactly. But further." Soran frowned. "I take it that you have abilities too?"

"Can I remind you that we were going to leave?" Roger said. "You can talk about that stuff where it's safer for all of us." Roars and screams from the distance added weight to his words.

"Yes. Good thinking, Roger." Elisabeth held out her arms. "Grab your scanners and stuff, and hold on."

Soran smiled and gently placed a hand on her arm, while Roger, Feran and Jonene gathered their devices. Elisabeth explained to the newcomer that she'd transport them to the community where Roger and the young ones lived.

"Can you drop us off at the greenhouses first?" Roger asked.

"Sure."

Everyone held on to Elisabeth or each other and she did the jump.

*

"Oh..." Soran let go of Elisabeth's arm and stepped back. "That was smooth."

"Was it?" Elisabeth wasn't aware of anything out of the ordinary. "It's normal to me."

Roger and the two young ones said goodbye and went inside, to look at what their scanners could tell them.

Elisabeth took Soran's hand. "I can take you to their community, but also to mine. Perhaps mine is better. I think we have a lot to talk about. Unless you need to go home again."

Soran smiled. "I do have to go home again, but I do not know how to return at this moment. We had no safeguards in place for this. We did a routine test of a minor change and somehow I arrived in this world. A strange one, if you allow the remark. Why is everyone naked?" He pointed at Elisabeth's hips. "You are not even wearing something there."

She explained that this world didn't need clothes, unless someone decided to go to the very cold regions. "We have things for that, but no one here chooses to wear anything. This is much more comfortable."

"That is... unconventional."

Elisabeth smiled. "For your conventions. Not for ours."

Soran nodded and asked if he was required to take off his loincloth. She explained that he was free to keep it on if he felt like it, but that people would stare at him, being such a strange person.

"It would be better to simply blend in a little," Elisabeth added to that.

"That makes sense," the man said. Without wasting another word, he undid a small, golden fastener and he held his garment in hand. "And where do I keep this safe?"

"Take my hand. There is a house available not far from where we live, I'll take you there."

Again, Soran didn't hesitate. He took the proffered hand, and a moment later they were in the actual community. Elisabeth pointed at her own home, then took him to the available house.

"You can stay here until we've found a way for you to go home. We can do some scans in the laboratory, and see if we can determine in which temporal diversion your home planet resides."

Soran thanked her, then asked if she would come inside with him. He had a few questions for her.

"Ask away," Elisabeth said after they'd gone inside.

"I noticed you have the ability as well." It wasn't so much a question, but it made it clear to her that he had a decent idea of what she could do.

"Yes. I do. How do you know it?"

"I have it too, as I already said before." Soran disappeared from his seat and appeared next to Elisabeth. A moment later he was back in his own seat. "I wonder where you got it from."

"Wow. That's a long story." She packed the facts together in a few sentences as possible, about how Cobyo and she had met the Elders, how the abilities had vanished and how they had returned not very long ago, for some unexplained reason. But only for her, not for Cobyo. "And how did you get your abilities?"

"Elders? Who are these elders you mention? Oh, I am sorry, that is rude. I should answer your question first." Soran told her that the people in his lab had been experimenting with different materials to build the portals with. Something hadn't quite worked out, and when he had 'test-stepped' through a portal, he hadn't immediately come out of the other one in the same room. "Instead I had an experience of being among the stars, or inside a star. It didn't last long, and then I fell down and stumbled out of the destination portal. I was ill from the experience for a long time, and we never used that material for a portal again."

"I can imagine." Elisabeth then went into a bit more detail about the Elders, and how Cobyo and she had met them. "They ordered us to shut down all the inter-world portals that we could find, and we did so."

"And yet there are ways to get here," Soran said. "I am proof of that."

"Yes. All kinds of things happened, and portals reappeared. And in hindsight that was a good thing. A lot happened, maybe I can tell you later. Now I should go and see if my partners are home already."

"Partners?" Soran emphasized the last 's'.

"Yes. It's common here to choose the partner or partners you want to live with," Elisabeth explained as she got up. "Make yourself comfortable, Soran. I'll come by and pick you up when food is being made."

"Thank you. Another thing I wanted to ask you about, but food will be supplied." He got up and smiled. "Thank you for helping me, Elisabeth." He touched her arm for a moment. It made her shiver inside. That shocked her. Many people touched her. It was normal on this Earth, but this man's touch was different. She'd never thought of herself as a higher being, because of her powers, and yet Soran's touch felt as that of an equal. It confused her.

Elisabeth's mind was working overtime because of Soran and that touch, all the way home. Could there be even more people with those abilities in his world? She'd forgotten to ask, and was of half a mind to return and ask. No, there would be time for that later.

Cobyo and Gloria were still gone. Elisabeth was a bit puzzled. Where would they be? They would always leave a message for her if they were gone for a longer time. She transported herself to the laboratory. If they'd gone to Kun-Yin's world, they would have used the equipment in there, and it would still be online.

It wasn't really a surprise to find the inter-world portal there powered up. And it was there that she found a note on a tablet. Some people from Kun-Yin's world had made good progress with the surgery Gloria needed, and the two had picked up a few arms and gone there.

Elisabeth checked the calculations on a computer and saw that the coordinates were way off. A rough guess would be that the two would be able to return here the next day, if they were ready to return then. At that moment she thought of how Soran had arrived here. How had that happened? He'd said it had been an accident. An accident that had come about at exactly the right time? Perhaps she could retrieve the time he'd arrived, and reverse-engineer where he'd come from.

The computers weren't really set up for that kind of work, so it took her a lot of time before the systems were working on her actual request. She'd been so engrossed in the work that a sudden voice made her jump.

"Ah, here you are. This is your laboratory?" It was Soran, who'd somehow found her.

"Oh! It's you." Elisabeth smiled and felt stupid. "Ehm. Yes. This is it. How did you find me? And how did you get in?" Usually, she'd get some kind of warning if someone tried to come in.

Soran raised both his hands for a moment. "I transported here, that was the easiest way. And it wasn't hard to find you. Remember, you and I share powers. I only have to focus on them and you, and I know where you are."

Drat, she'd already forgotten about his powers. Stupid woman, she scolded herself, but it was so easy to forget that. No one here could do what she could. "I see. I didn't know that." And she reminded herself that she should try it. It sounded intriguing.

"I was getting hungry and you had mentioned something about food," Soran explained his presence.

"What?" Elisabeth felt her cheeks get hot. That was another shock, because that hadn't happened in the longest time. "I'm so sorry! I forgot the time, because of... this."

"And this is?" Soran didn't seem annoyed, instead he sounded interested, so she explained that she was trying to work out where he'd come from.

"Because you arrived here. Those things only happen when the temporal coordinates of two or more Earths align. I'm trying to find the latest alignment, but so far I found nothing." She looked at the display, which hadn't brought anything up yet. If it hadn't done so by now, there were no alignments. "Still nothing. So according to this, you shouldn't even be here."

"And yet, here I am." Soran simply stated it, not attempting to mock her. "Can you tell me two things?"

"Perhaps. That depends on the questions," Elisabeth said.

"The first is where we can find something to eat. And the second is what you mean by these alignments."

"Okay. Let's get the first thing done first. That's the easy one." Elisabeth walked to where the man stood. She appreciated that he hadn't put on his loincloth again. "Let me take you there."

"I would be delighted."

*

Everyone at the dining area looked surprised to find a stranger coming along with Elisabeth. She introduced Soran to everyone who wanted to meet him, and then they walked around, gathering food. Soran was surprised by the way the food was prepared and 'served', and also how it looked and smelled.

"This world is so different from ours, or any of the few others I have seen."

Elisabeth walked them to a quiet spot where they could sit, and asked how many worlds he'd seen and been to so far.

He said he'd been to three worlds, two of which had no life on them anymore. "And then there is the one with too much water. People there live on giant rafts. They're quite advanced, don't get me wrong. But they have no interest in venturing out to other worlds."

Elisabeth then told him about the temporal alignments of dimensions, as well as she could. She quickly noticed that none of it made any sense to Soran, so she asked how the people on his Earth found portals, or pathways, to other worlds. "And how did you get your powers?"

Soran nodded. "Understandable questions, Elisabeth. Let me start with how we found the pathways. It was actually very funny, when you think of it. There was a contest for children to write a story about something amazing and unbelievable. The three winners of the contest would read out their stories for the global community, and then the community would vote on which story was the best. And if it was in any way feasible, scientists would attempt to create the story."

"And the winner wrote about pathways," Elisabeth understood.

"In a way, indeed. It was a story about alternate worlds and realities, and he wrote an interesting bit of scientific exploration around it. That stood out so well that we had a good start. We created machines and systems and found that there are, indeed, alternate worlds. Like this one, although we did not find this one. We did not actually start the project to find other worlds. We thought it might be a good way to transport people between places quickly. Better than the transport vehicles we employ at the moment."

Elisabeth asked him if their equipment created fog or clouds too, before going through.

"No. The path-makers do not create a fog. At the first attempt someone got lost, which is sad. The system collapsed before the volunteer could return, and we have never been able to find that location again." Soran looked distressed for a moment. "He was my brother."

A chill ran down Elisabeth's spine. That sounded gruesome, to lose a sibling that way. "Perhaps he's still alive."

"Perhaps. But if we can't find him..." The man shook his head. "Now, to my powers. I volunteered for the second attempt. With my brother so brave, I had to, so we made a new calculation..."

"Wait. You said you didn't do temporal calculations," Elisabeth said.

"Not anymore. Not with the path-makers," Soran said. "I found those on the second journey I made." He told her about his visit to what had looked like a barren planet. There had been buildings, and it had all the signs of a civilization, but there were no people. Nowhere. "Inside a building I found a few machines that were running, which was remarkable. Going closer to them was a mistake, I guess."

"How so?" Elisabeth was intrigued.

"Something blinked and I walked over to it. I must have triggered something, because I was blinded and pulled into some kind of vortex. I have no idea how long I was in there, but I found myself on the floor, and with these abilities. I knew I had them and how to use them. That is strange, right?"

Elisabeth nodded. A vortex? That was odd. Perhaps it had something to do with the Elders who'd given Cobyo and her their powers initially, but it was hard to be certain.

"That trigger also closed the pathway to my home world, but after that experience I knew how to create a path-maker, so I made one and used it to go back home."

"Just like that?" It sounded impossible to Elisabeth. They had very reliable portals to a few other worlds, but those still required a lot of computations. Soran made it sound like hopping on the bus. Or even going through a door.

"Yes. Just like that. I can show you if you want."
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