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  Aari can save Earth by placing it in a time ripple. However, because of the space-time phenomena it may or may not happen. If it doesn't, Aari and her world does not exist. However she has no memory of what has, or will happen. Can cosmologist, Dr Nareen O'Grady help? Follow Aari and Nareen through space-time with two Earths, a planet called Haven, carnivorous plants and hostile aliens.




  *




  CHAPTER 1




  Hundreds of spectators, reporters and law students crowded the public gallery of the courtroom but silence reigned. It was the nineteenth day of the trial that was expected to take two weeks.




  Doctor Aari Marshall stood behind the ornate defendant's desk and, in spite of her effort to remain impassive, felt a tightening in her throat as the High Court Clerk rose.




  The clerk was dressed in the traditional cream gown to signify the triumph of truth over adversity and held a golden rod in her hand. It was carved with the, again symbolic head of wheat. This looked ominous. The rod was only displayed when the evidence had all been heard and the summing up was about to commence.




  "May the cream be separated from the whey, may the husk of wheat replace the chaff and may justice prevail. The thirty-ninth session of this trial is in session," she read in a monotone.




  Judge Quorra Mancini, like two thirds of the humans in the room, was a woman but this reflected the overall gender balance of the world in modern times. She glanced forward but her hands were still placed inside an almost transparent sphere where her fingers moved across invisible keys.




  "I have made my ruling on the evidence of the last six sessions." Her eyes rose and focused on Aari. "Doctor Marshall, you presented a very thorough and complicated case in your defence that was itemised into forty-four categories. My ruling is that Category One through to Nine is admissible. However, the following thirty-three categories were classified as unproved hypothesises and are not permissible as evidence. They are thereby struck from this trial’s records."




  Aari’s morale plummeted. Without that scientific evidence, everything became a matter of whether the jury believed herself or the state witnesses. If they believed that she could save the planet from the biggest ice age in a millennium and allowed life, as it now was to flourish, she would be found innocent. If, however, they believed that she was scare mongering, she would be found guilty and instantly be dehumanised, a euphemism for being vaporised in the courtroom. Her ashes would be cast to the wind and her family banned from even mentioning her name. It would be as if she never was.




  With the vast amount of her evidence being rejected, the possibility of a not guilty verdict was practically zero. She glanced around at the sea of faces but, except for two, they were a blur. Her parents were there as they had been every day during the trial. She raised her hand slightly to greet them before turning her eyes back at the judge.




  The judge continued on with a long statement, summarising the admissible evidence and directing the twenty-four jury members on the points to be considered.




  "You may retire to consider the evidence placed before you and come to a decision," the judge concluded. "Remember that as a Priority One Trial, over two thirds of you must agree. A simple majority in a case such as this will not suffice. "




  The judge stood and watched as the jury filed out. Aari was tapped on the shoulder. She nodded and followed the guards out of the room.




  Now came the long wait.




  *




  Two days later, Aari was summoned back into the courtroom. A verdict had been reached. The jury and court officials were already there but the public gallery was empty. For an important case such as this it was deemed amoral for the public to witness an execution.




  "You have, with the agreement of eighteen or more, made a decision?" the judge asked.




  "We have, Madam."




  A small slip of paper was handed to the clerk who took it across to the judge. Her face remained passionless as she read the contents.




  Aari gritted her teeth and remained standing as straight as a soldier with her eyes straight ahead. She was not going to break down; she would not give her enemy the chance to see one gram of regret. She would be defiant to the end. If she were found guilty, her life would be over within five minutes, anyway.




  "And the verdict?"




  "We find the case against Doctor Aari Marshall unproved and add a recommendation of compassion and mercy."




  Aari staggered. Unproved with compassion and mercy meant the jury believed her but could not prove it. This third possible outcome had been in the statute for a hundred years now and originally came from the ancient Scottish judiciary system.




  Judge Mancini looked at Aari. "The case against you has been unproved and the recommendation of compassion and mercy noted. You are hereby, stripped of all citizen rights, academic qualifications and your present employment with the university terminated as from the First of November this year.




  November the first! That was four months away… Aari swallowed and turned her eyes to the judge. Courts rarely delayed anything. "Why the delay?" she gasped.




  The judge waved down the clerk who was about to reprimand Aari for speaking and replied. "You spoke of a factor of quantum physics called the time ripple, which supposedly can move humans through space-time. You have those three months to prove that your hypothesis is correct. If you can, you will be judged innocent and will retain your citizenship rights" Judge Mancini paused. "Do you have any comment to make before you are released and this case closed?"




  "No, Ma'am," Aari whispered.




  *




  




  Somehow, she knew it would be prudent to remain cautious. Every sense was on high alert except her sight, for her eyes were closed and would remain so until everything was checked out. To move would signify that she was awake so, except for her breathing, she remained motionless.




  She was not uncomfortable and could feel strange material touching her skin. In someway it helped. Voices in a language she never knew until now flooded the room. She thought back but only one image entered her mind. The image was of a young woman dressed in clothes that felt far different than the ones she now wore, staring back at her from a mirror. The image in her mind frowned and moved a strand of hair from her eyes. For some reason, those eyes looked sad or perhaps scared and the dried remains of tears stained her cheeks. But why, Aari? She knew that was her name but that was all. The only other memory that hovered in her mind was the one she had as she gazed in the mirror for the last time. She had to test her hypothesis.




  But what was this hypothesis? Her mind told her nothing. Everything was blank except that she knew her present situation was caused by it. She listened as the unfamiliar words reaching her ears and focused her thoughts. Yes, she could understand the language; in fact, even though it was not hers it was the only one she now knew.




  "I asked that nothing should be changed. Why has she had her clothes changed?" a somewhat gruff male voice asked.




  "I did it, General Richworth. Her own clothes were dirty. She is my size and the clothes are my own," a female voice replied. "She may be in a coma and perhaps never recover but I, for one will treat her with dignity. She deserves respect and will have it as long as she is under my care."




  "Which will not be for long Doctor O'Grady," the man replied.




  "I remind you that this is a civilian institution, General and not subject to your control. You are here as a guest of the National Science Foundation."




  "We'll see," the general replied and his voice faded as if he'd turned away. "What is her present diagnosis?"




  "Similar to yesterday," the female doctor said. "She is breathing and responding to the intravenous food being supplied to her. In fact, she has put on weight over the last ten days; point seven of a kilogram to be precise. There are no signs of virus or any other illness and her brain waves continue to record a steady rise of activity."




  "Meaning?" the general asked.




  "We believe she is dreaming and will soon awaken. Isn't that why you are here?"




  "True. Anything else?"




  "We believe her body has an advanced immunisation system. Blood tests indicate the presence of artificial substances that attack any virus or bacteria that enters her system."




  "What else?"




  "Nothing," the female replied. "By all accounts she is as human as any healthy twenty to thirty year old female in our country."




  "But she is not human, is she Doctor O'Grady?"




  "Oh she is, General Richworth and perhaps even more so than we are, ourselves."




  "So why can't we bring her out of the coma?"




  "Her body neutralises any chemical or electronic stimulants before they can work. Beyond that, we can only guess."




  "My patience has expired Doctor O'Grady. This is not an academic investigation but one that affects our nation, indeed the whole world's security. You and your colleagues have until ten hundred hours tomorrow. I shall return at that time with all the court documentation necessary to transfer your patient to the Joint Chiefs of Staff Military Command. Good afternoon to you, Ma'am."




  Footsteps moved away, machinery hissed as a door or similar item slid open and, for a moment, there was silence in the room.




  A warm cloth touched Aari's face and wiped her lips. It took the utmost control to refrain from twitching or opening her eyes.




  "Bastard!" the doctor retorted.




  "I know it is difficult Nareen." Another female voice spoke for the first time. "But we knew this would happen."




  "Sure, Rosetta but if she is transferred to the military, her life will be stifled. Do you think they'll let her free to lead a normal life... ever?"




  "Probably not but the consequences of letting her just wander around could be disastrous. Even if she could be trusted, there is no way that we know to predict what her presence will have on the population. She could carry a disease that makes AIDS appear as mild as a cold, some sort of communication device to call in more of her kind. She could..."




  "I know. I know. We've been through this a hundred times but I am not convinced she is a danger to our society, I believe it is exactly the opposite and her knowledge will benefit humanity a thousand fold."




  "So let the military take her. We have done everything possible. Our hands are tied. If we say a word to anyone, the secrecy order invoked will only make us traitors."




  "This is more important than just our country, Rosetta. Surely, even our government can see that. Someone should approach the United Nations forthwith."




  "If you try Nareen, you'll be ostracised and I doubt if you could get employment anywhere in the world, the western world at least?"




  Aari had no idea what the pair were talking about but sensed that this Doctor Nareen O'Grady was trying to protect her. The colleague called Rosetta was sympathetic but frightened of the General Richworth and all he stood for.




  Aari didn't know any answers but was determined to find out. If only she could lift the amnesia that clouded her mind. She decided to open her eyelids just a fraction and see those in front of her. But her eyelids were heavy, too heavy!




  Consciousness faded from her mind.




  *




  When Aari felt somebody shaking her shoulder, she jerked awake but still had the time to remember to keep her eyes closed.




  "Come on, my friend," said the voice of the woman called Nareen. "You may not understand me but I know you are awake. Our monitors show that your brain waves are, at this very moment responding to my voice."




  Aari couldn't stop her hands shaking. The word monitor or the equivalent word in her own language made her afraid. She didn't know why but fear began to spread through her body.




  A warm hand seized hers. "It is okay. The man you may have heard earlier has gone. We are alone. You are safe. Nobody will hurt you."




  Aari swallowed and knew it was no use pretending. She opened her eyes and stared up at a concerned face A tanned face with brown eyes and surrounded by dark hair, studied her. The lips turned to a gasp as the woman jerked back.




  "Oh my God, you are awake!" Nareen gasped. She reached forward and grabbed Aari's hands. "I never really thought… oh my gosh. You're awake! It's a miracle... but you won't understand a word I'm saying."




  "I understand..."




  "What?"




  "I understand your words Doctor Nareen O'Grady."




  "But how?"




  Aari frowned. "I have no idea."




  "Who are you?"




  "My name is..." Aari blinked as she searched for something in her mind so she could complete the sentence. Nothing came except her given name. "I'm sorry. I know nothing except that my name is Aari."




  "Do you know where you are?"




  "No." Aari wriggled up into a sitting position and looked around. She was on a bed in a pale blue coloured room filled with monitors and machines. It appeared strange yet also familiar.




  "So how do you know my name?"




  Aari stared at Nareen and an emotion surged through her. This woman of about her own age was genuine and concerned. She was also nervous but unlike the male she listened to earlier, could be trusted.




  "And you remember nothing else?"




  Aari shook her head. "Only my name and the fact that the language we speak is not my own."




  Nareen smiled. "But you speak English without even a foreign accent."




  "I think my mind absorbed it over the last... how long has it been?"




  "Almost a month. You have been here for twenty-seven days."




  "Please, can I have some water? My throat is parched."




  "Of course." Nareen walked out of the room and returned with a small tumbler of water that she held to Aari's lips. "Take little sips." She waited while Aari drank half the contents before continuing. "Can you tell me what you remember?"




  "Waking up to the sound of a male used to being in control. He was angry because you had the audacity to question him..." Aari repeated the conversation she had heard almost word by word. She also added how she perceived the people's emotions as they spoke. "You think of me as a person but the others, Rosetta to a lesser extent, thought of me as some creature who would harm them." Aari gulped. "I don't think I am any different from you."




  Nareen frowned and spoke almost to herself. "It could be a hoax that our monitoring equipment failed to pick up."




  "You are worried about me. Why?"




  Nareen smiled. "You are perceptive, I must say. Your opinions about everyone you have had contact with are spot on. It is uncanny. You seem to know exactly how I feel."




  "Doesn't everyone?"




  "Only by noticing facial expressions, body language and how others speak. Yet you never saw General Richworth did you?"




  "No. I heard his voice and felt his antagonism."




  "Felt?"




  "You're becoming afraid of me, Nareen. Please don't be. I need you to be my friend."




  Nareen flushed. "I'm sorry. Aari. I'm not afraid of you but more curious about your feelings. You say you could feel the general's antagonism?"




  "Yes. He is ruthless and has some sort of ulterior motive for wanting to take me away. Beyond that, I know nothing."




  Nareen nodded. "Thank you. Now you want an explanation from me now, don't you?"




  "I thought you just said you cannot feel my emotions?"




  "I can't. It's just a logical assumption, that is all."




  "So?"




  `"So what?"




  "Tell me who you are, why you feel responsible for me and where we are." Aari frowned. "Also, do you know why I am suffering from amnesia, is that the word?"




  "It is. Perhaps if I start at the beginning..." Nareen sat in an armchair next to the bed and began to speak.




  *




  The Owens Valley was tucked in east of the Sierra Nevada mountain range and four hundred kilometres north of the teeming population of Los Angeles. Historically, it was place from where the Los Angeles water supply came from. More recently, it became a site for radio telescopes. The CARF, Combined Astronomical Research Foundation was one of several such sites. Here, a row of radio telescopes stood. Each individual telescope could be moved along a t-shaped railroad track to focus on the same spot in the sky above. This was where Nareen and her associates made one more of the deep space discoveries that had blossomed over the last decade.




  Yet, another star with a planetary system had been found in a galaxy so recently discovered that it had no name but was called only by a fifteen-digit reference number. In distance, it was twenty-five thousand light years from Earth. Even at that vast distance, the presence of planets outside the galaxy could be measured by the slight fluctuations of the star's light as any planet orbited in front of it. Of the ten planets circling this star, one in particular proved to be of interest. It's distance from its sun, rotation and orbit showed that it could support life similar to that on Earth.




  The difference between this discovery and that by astronomers throughout the world was that the signal coming through changed after the planet's references were saved on the computer. Unexpectedly, the array signals being received appeared to respond to their probes. Without warning the signal strength pulsed to intensity, so powerful that the recording equipment was sent into emergency overload, printed graph lines bounced off recording sheets and froze while audio static screamed and blew the receptors.




  It was five in the morning and Nareen stared at her colleague, Doctor Rosetta Salazar. They had both been on duty for almost twenty-four hours and sheer lack of sleep made her wonder if she was becoming illusional when, simultaneously the computer and three backup computers all closed down. An ominous "No signal" showed yellow against the one remaining screen operating in the room.




  "It's not possible," Rosetta muttered as she pressed various start up buttons.




  For a moment, nothing happened until all the screens and other equipment came on line and pre-programmed check up procedures came into operation. Within five minutes, everything was back online except for one major problem. The radio telescopes were out of alignment with random signals being fed into the computers from nowhere out there in particular.




  "Damn," Rosetta muttered. "It'll take us hours to get this lot sorted."




  "The light!" Nareen gasped. "The light outside!"




  Normally at this time, it would be dark outside but it wasn't. A bright light pulsed through the two tiny windows. Also, above the noise of cooling gear and other equipment she could hear a roar as if they were being buzzed by low flying military jet.




  "I'm going to look," she said and closely followed by Rosetta, ran downstairs, along corridors and outside.




  Coming in an arch from over the dark silhouette of the Sierra Nevada Mountains was a comet, a fiery ball followed by a trail of white smoke. It was close and a sonic boom rattled her ears as it descended. More terrifying though was the unnatural movement made by the object. It turned in the sky and headed straight for them.




  "An enemy missile," Rosetta gasped. "We're the target."




  "No. Watch!"




  As the comet slowed, the cloud of smoke behind dissipated into darkness. Now only the security lighting and a million stars on that clear moonless night showed an oval shape that hovered above the radio telescopes.




  In the frosty morning air, it appeared to be almost transparent like a gigantic bubble floating directly above them. It dropped infinitely slowly until it was only ten or so metres above the nearest radio telescope.




  "Oh hell," Nareen gasped as the bubble moved purposely away from the radio telescope dish and dropped onto clear ground nearby about twenty metres away from them.




  "I'm going to look," Nareen said. She walked across the concrete concourse and through the tussock beyond. It was dark beyond the overhead lights and she realised that the bubble that had given off its own light was now dark. Something hissed and three bubbles, like giant soap bubbles floated over her head, up into the lit area and popped into nothingness, again just like bursting bubbles.




  Nareen frowned and looked around. She could see nothing in the darkness so she retreated to where Rosetta stood on the pavement.




  "What is it?" Rosetta asked.




  "The bubbles? I have no idea."




  "No. What it left behind? There's something out there."




  Nareen turned and saw a red blob in a dip between the tussocks. With her heart fluttering, she walked back. The tussock around was undisturbed without any appearance of being squashed or dampened in the still dry air. There, lying face down on the ground lay a woman. She appeared Caucasian with long blonde hair and wore a formal looking dark red gown that parted in the middle to show a triangle of her back and a skirt that clung to her legs almost down to her ankles. Almost in contrast, were her exposed bare feet.




  Nareen and Rosetta moved forward and knelled beside her. The stranger was unconscious but there was a pulse. She could have been a local teenager sleeping it off after a hard night at a party but wasn't! When Nareen rolled her over, an elongated bubble floated from the girl's mouth. It floated away and popped a few metres above their heads.




  "This human was brought here in that strange craft," Nareen whispered.




  "A human from outside our galaxy?"




  Nareen nodded.




  Rosetta stared wide-eyed at the strange girl dressed in red and nodded. "She must have caused our telescopes to malfunction," she said. "Something here is beyond our comprehension."




  *




  CHAPTER 2




  While Aari listened intently to every word her companion said, her mind became a whir.




  "So that is really all I know about you," Nareen continued. "We carried you inside to the medical clinic here at the base and a doctor was called to examine you."




  "But you're a doctor?"




  Nareen laughed and reached out for her hand. "Not a medical doctor, Aari. I have a Ph.D., an academic qualification. We use the same word as doctors of medicine."




  Aari frowned as word usage flashed through her mind. Could she also be a doctor? Back beyond the words were others but they were fuzzy and blanketed out.




  "Are you feeling okay, Aari?" Nareen looked concerned.




  Aari nodded. "Just confused. When you explained the different doctors I immediately recalled or perhaps had access to for the first time, thousands of words and expressions." She thought again. Personal memories flooded her mind but they were not her own.




  "You were sad when your grandmother died last year, weren't you?"




  "Grandma?"




  "Carol O'Grady. You were close to her and visited her in that retirement village almost every week."




  Nareen gasped. "You're right. She was so close, more so than my parents actually. Mom and Dad separated when I was..."




  "Thirteen and you went to live with your grandparents. Your grandfather died when you were sixteen, your father remarried but you never went to live with him and his second wife."




  "Can you mind read?" Nareen gasped.




  "No. I sense emotions but not thoughts. I think I am like a newly born baby and you're my mother." Aari tried to think beyond what her mind now told her but couldn't. Her thoughts must have come from Nareen. This included memories, language and she also suspected other emotions such as a conscience, knowledge and prejudices from childhood. Also, Nareen's changes in attitude as she grew up were recalled. "For example," she added after explaining her thoughts. "You loved your grandmother but found her ideas quite antiquated and rejected them."




  "Like what?" Nareen gasped.




  "The place of women in society. Your grandmother didn't really approve of education for women and believed their place was to run a home and look after children."




  "So you're saying that if it was Rosetta who found you instead of me, you'd have absorbed her memories and language. She still talks Spanish when she is home."




  "Possibly. I don't know but have a theory."




  "Which is?"




  "My mind has been wiped clean and I needed a language and memories to function as an adult human. You happened to be the one who touched me first and the electrons from your mind filled mine."




  "Lucky General Richworth never found you." Nareen grinned. "But is there anything else you know or remember? You know, deep back in your mind."




  "Something is there but when I try to think about it I just become confused."




  "Do you remember the bubbles?"




  Aari frowned. "Only what you told me."




  "What were you wearing when I found you?"




  Aari again thought back. "I remember the general asking you why my clothes were changed and what you just told me." She felt guilty. Here was a friend who was trying to help but all she could do was throw up obstacles in her way. "I'm sorry," she muttered.




  Nareen laughed. "Oh Aari, that's how I'd feel."




  "And you really think I arrived here from that distant galaxy your radio telescopes were studying?"




  "As a scientist, I realise there are not enough facts to form a conclusion. You could be some girl up from LA who was high on drugs and wandered into the station here."




  "You don't think that, though, do you?"




  Nareen stared at her. "If you received all my thoughts you'll know I do think you are related to the planet we found. The only thread of evidence is the way the instruments acted before I found you, the comet that changed direction and that strange bubble that came out of your mouth. They were facts that I saw with my own eyes."




  "So we make the assumption that I am an extraterrestrial. What happens now?"




  "I managed to get a court injunction to stop you being transferred to the local military hospital. It is just a local court, though, and can be overridden by any Federal Court that General Richworth uses. He more or less said that earlier."




  Aari gasped. Something like a dark cloud gripped her mind, a loathing and fear. Somewhere she knew that a military hierarchy was something she had fought all her life.




  "Please Nareen," she whispered. "Don't let him take me away."




  *




  Aari sat in the front passenger's seat of Nareen's car and watched the scenery flash by. They had turned south out of the research station and were travelling through tussock type desert with a line of mountains to their left. It was new but familiar. Aari knew the scenery because Nareen's memory was inside her mind, yet beyond this she realised that this was a strange land completely alien to what she had really experienced. To augment this, every so often something would flash into her mind. Why, for example did the vehicle they were now in go on wheels? Hadn't this ancient means of propelling a car long been superseded?




  "My home is another forty minutes away. I own a small house in the town of Bishop," Nareen said. "After almost a week at the radio telescope it'll be nice to get home. A meal, shower and good night's sleep is what we both need."




  "But you're worried about tomorrow?"




  Nareen glanced across the car. "I phoned my lawyer and have arranged a meeting first thing in the morning. He said there was nothing to prevent me from taking you home but stated your status would be similar to that of an illegal alien. The local immigration officials but not the military have the right to interview you." She shrugged. "Not that we really have any immigration officials way up here. I guess the local police would cover it."




  "The word alien is confusing. Are there others here similar to myself?'




  Nareen laughed. "We classify anybody here who is not a United States citizen as an alien. An illegal alien is someone coming into our country without permission. Millions of them have come in across the border from Mexico."




  Nareen frowned as she tried to remember. Wasn't a country a land area ruled by one set of people? If one went across a border there would be a completely different type of people. She searched into Nareen's knowledge but was still confused."




  "So in a different country they speak a different language?"




  "Not necessarily. They speak English in Canada north of us."




  "It's confusing...'




  "Perhaps that is because your real memory is returning, Aari. You're finding things that are different. Has anything else come to your attention?"




  "Wheels," Aari whispered. "Our vehicles use repulsed magnetism instead."




  "And that is?'




  Aari shrugged. "I have no idea. When I try to think about it, I can't. It's like... I can't even explain the sensation."




  "I think you're trying too hard. If you relax, I'm sure that more and more of your memories will gradually return."




  "Possibly." Aari gazed out the window. "The mountains are beautiful aren't they?"




  "Yes. I love it up here, away from the crowded cities."




  They chattered for a while before Nareen lapsed into silence. Soft music played through the car and Aari was fascinated by the car's shadow that floated along beside them in the early evening sunlight. Overhead, the sky was blue with a few fluffy white clouds hugging the eastern mountains. Only a few vehicles drove by and everything appeared so peaceful.




  "Damn," Nareen gasped. "A road block?"




  They had driven around one of the few corners and in the distance were flashing red and blue lights. Orange cones were placed along the highway to divert traffic to the right where vehicles were lined up.




  Fear leaped into Aari's throat. She gasped and grabbed the seat. She knew it was her that the roadblock was set up for. If they found her in the car, she'd be forcibly taken away to that general. This must not happen!




  Her fingers in her right hand...the thought flashed through her mind. She shook her head and stared at Nareen. She felt hot and perspiration dripped from her forehead as she moved her right hand up.




  "It's okay, Aari," Nareen whispered as she slowed the car behind the queue ahead. A man in helmet and uniform stood waving the cars in. "Oh hell?"




  "What is it?"




  "They're military police. I…" Nareen gave a stifled screech and her voice rose an octave. "Aari, where are you?"




  "What do you mean? I'm here!"




  "But I can't see you!" Nareen's hand came across the car and grabbed her arm. Her words trembled "But you're here! I can feel and hear you but you're invisible... No wait a moment, I see your arm as a blur. What's happening, Aari?"




  "Light refraction," Aari said. "I think it means the light waves are reflected around me. As long as I stay still I can't be seen. I just moved my arm in front of my eyes but, like you, only saw a blur."




  "But how?"




  "They can't take me. If they can't see me, we might get through this road block."




  "Sure," Nareen gulped as a National Guard officer walked along towards them.




  *




  Aari did not even dare shift her head but used her eyes to glance sideways as the driver's window slid down and Nareen turned to face the officer.




  "Doctor O'Grady from the Combined Astronomical Research Foundation?"




  "Yes, Lieutenant?" Nareen sounded nervous. "How do you know me?"




  "Lieutenant Brad Collins from the...." Aari didn't catch all his words as she concentrated on remaining still. She could feel the man's eyes on her... no they were looking through her. He could not see her. "You are travelling alone, Ma'am?" he continued.




  "You can see that," Nareen replied caustically.




  "Will you please open your trunk, Doctor O'Grady?" The words were polite but rung of an authority that made Aari fear that trembling would make her visible.




  Nareen nodded and pulled a lever beside her seat. A door behind the back window rose into sight and two soldiers lifted it further.




  "Please step out of the vehicle, Ma'am."




  "But why?" Nareen retorted. "I have done nothing wrong. This is intimidation and I shall speak to my lawyer if you insist in this unlawful procedure."




  For the first time the lieutenant hesitated as if he realised he'd overstepped his authority. "You are no doubt aware of the present situation, Doctor O'Grady. I am under orders to see that you are not trying to hide... shall we say personnel who may harm the security of our country."




  "The unidentified woman you are referring to is still being cared for by staff at my base. After a week of being on duty, I have the right to return to my home in Bishop."




  "Please step out of the vehicle, Ma'am."




  Nareen looked angry but shrugged and stepped out. She left her door open and Aari could see the man bend forward across the steering wheel. If he came any further he would touch her. But she dare not move! An arm reached across and opened the glove box, lifted the couple of booklets inside and clicked it shut again.




  The door immediately behind her opened, Aari glanced in the mirror and saw a soldier lifting a backpack out. The door slammed and the one on the driver's side opened. A couple of other items were removed and this door was also shut.




  "Examine my bag if you wish," Nareen said. "It only contains clothes I am taking home to wash."




  "That will not be necessary, Ma'am," Lieutenant Collins said. "You will be returning to the Research Foundation tomorrow?"




  "Possibly. I have two days leave and intended to do chores around my home."




  "Very well. If you intend going further afield could you please advise my base?" The officer handed Nareen a business card and stepped back.




  Nareen frowned but took the card. "If it is necessary," she retorted and climbed back into the car. Without even glancing sideways, she waited while someone closed the trunk, started the engine and drove slowly away. Only after they were several hundred metres up the highway did she glance sideways. "Are you there, Aari?"
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