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			For Kat, whose question inspired this world. Take the leap. 

			Dive into unexplored waters. Who knows what awesome 

			and fascinating forms you will discover?

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Bear, the Ring, and the Milky Way

			Bamboo grass crunched and the mist curled away, revealing the bear.

			Sunlight caught the gnats rising from its fur. Breath steamed from its black muzzle.

			Its humped shoulders trembled. A plate-sized foot swung out, fringed with claws. Whuffling another plume of vapor, the animal approached.

			Anne hardly dared to breathe.

			“Raise your arms,” Daisuke whispered behind her ear.

			Anne twitched at the voice. So did the bear. Its forepaws struck the ground and agitated gnats billowed. Black fur bristled as muscles tensed, raising that great rugged spine. Claws spread at the ends of arms as long as Anne’s legs. As long as the distance that separated the large angry carnivore from the incautious biologist.

			The bear breached the surface of the mist, and the pale fur around its eyes, chin, and chest glowed as if spotlit. More display patterns. Threat displays, if Anne were any judge.

			Its smell hit her, wet fur and urine, autumn leaves and rotting meat. Anger.

			“Oi! Deteike!”

			Anne and the bear twitched again. It was Daisuke, yelling.

			“Acchie ike!”

			Anne’s boyfriend clapped his hands and the bear grunted.

			Its eyes rolled. The bear was confused now, as well as angry, and deciding whether to become afraid.

			You and me both, mate.

			Panic reared up under Anne. Her toes tingled in her boots, telling her to run away. Her palms itched, as if for a stick. Stupid monkey instincts. Totally inappropriate for this habitat and this species of predator. No bears in Africa. Instead, she had to think.

			“Raise your arms,” Anne muttered through numb lips. “Raise your arms. Raise your arms!” Her hands shook, but she spread them out as wide as they would go.

			The bear was looking at her again, breathing fast through its nose. Anne was too. Mammalian adrenal responses. Fight or flight or freeze?

			She widened her stance, trying to look as large and intimidating as possible. Right, because the woman most often described as ‘dumpy’ might intimidate anyone.

			Ah, there was the anger. Maybe she ought to try this threat posture on a few social media trolls.

			“Get out of here!” Anne’s ribs tightened around the shout. “Shoo! Go away, bear!”

			Daisuke clapped again, and Anne tried it too. She jumped up and down, swinging her arms to bring her hands together. A star jump.

			She felt absolutely ridiculous, but at least nobody was looking at her besides her boyfriend and a bear. At least there were no cameras or millions of followers here to critique every choice she’d ever made. She’d left her phone in Tokyo and that horrible body-cam on an alien planet.

			“Don’t you know who I am? I’m a global celebrity now!” Anne shouted. “I’m the queen of Junction! Now go away, or I’ll star jump you to death!”

			Another jump-clap. The bear flinched and whuffled. It shook its head. Fur and folds of skin flapped. It thumped back onto its forelegs and Anne felt an absurd rush of accomplishment.

			“Yeah! Take that, bear!”

			The bear did not strike her down for her hubris. It just hunched its shoulders and shuffled away like a grumpy uncle. It was anthropomorphism, but Anne couldn’t help feeling it looked disgusted at her. As if she were much too off-putting, socially maladroit, and mediapathic to deserve a mauling.

			Anne rubbed her face with trembling fingers. Daisuke’s right. I’ve been spending way too much time online.

			“Ya!” he shouted from behind her, and Anne jumped, fight-or-flighting all over again.

			“For the love of god, Daisuke!” She turned, hand clutching at her heart. Her parka suddenly felt stifling. Her breath smoked in the autumn morning air.

			Daisuke twitched his head and blinked at her. Hair mussed from sleep, red-faced and puffing from bear-scaring, he still looked absolutely fucking gorgeous. Oh, that sweat on his brow. Oh, the way the lower edges of his eyes scrunched up when he squinted into the mist. Those lips set in that firm line, as if to say Once I’ve taken care of the forest creatures, I’ll take care of my woman. And then, all the rest of the world’s problems! Slap that face on a jewel case, and you’d sell a million DVDs. Which was exactly what Daisuke Matsumori had done in his persona of ‘the Iron Man of Survival’.

			Daisuke had happened to be filming in New Guinea when Anne had found out about the wormhole just over the border in Indonesian Papua. She hadn’t known it was a wormhole exactly, but she’d taken photos of it and sent them to everyone she knew. A couple of days later, Daisuke had been surviving a whole different kind of wilderness. And saving Anne’s life.

			“The bear.” He gestured as if to direct the attention of a confused audience. “He might come back. He might still be curious.”

			Anne supposed Daisuke would know. She hadn’t yet watched all of his old videos, but she recalled seeing a couple of bears in there.

			“We should make more noise when we take walks in the morning.” The Iron Man of Survival lifted his chin and squinted into the diffuse sunlight. “I’m sorry,” he added.

			“You’re handsome is what you are. Look at you, with your hands on your hips and your jaw out like that.” Anne put her arms around him, as if to stop him from running away. “You tell those bears, Dice.”

			Daisuke hugged her back. “Are you okay? Are you scared?”

			She was, but not of anything in this nature park. It was just the outside world, all the outside worlds.

			“Naw,” she said, snuggling in under his chin. If the glory of nature and the fear of death wasn’t enough to distract her from her stupid problems, maybe sex would work. Anne rubbed her hands up Daisuke’s back. “Thank you for saving me from wild beasts.”

			“I’ll catch breakfast for you too.” Daisuke broke their embrace and leaned to pick up their fishing poles from where they had dropped them in the bamboo grass.

			Anne considered, then grabbed him again and wrestled him back upright. “Breakfast can wait,” she said. “Let’s go where a bear can’t find us.”

			A chuckle under her cheek. “I think you don’t mean Sapporo?”

			“Jesus Christ, no.” She squeezed his ass. It resisted her fingers delightfully. “No civilization.”

			“Oh.”

			“No clothes either.”

			“Yes. I got it.”

			By the time Anne left their tent for the second time that morning, the sun had burned off the mist. The Ishikari Mountains loomed to the east like an autumnal wall.

			She let Daisuke fuss with breakfast while she looked east. Light green deciduous trees shaded to red and orange as they climbed, giving flame-colored borders to the dusty-dark green of conifers. These broke up into huddled islands against the tan of alpine meadows, which shaded into gray rock, and, just at the top, snow. It hadn’t been there the night before.

			“Are you okay?” Daisuke asked.

			Anne shook her head. “Of course I’m okay. I’ve got my wilderness, haven’t I? My gorgeous mountains, my boyfriend who’s grilling the fish he caught….” Words failed her, but Daisuke understood, the empathetic bastard.

			“You’re thinking that our camping trip is over. The dream is ending.”

			“I wouldn’t put it like that, but I suppose so,” she said. “We had a wonderfully uncivilized experience these last four days, but tomorrow we’ll be back in Sapporo. And the day after that….”

			The day after that they’d be back in Tokyo. The cars and buildings and people, the apartment, the internet, the whole massive, crushing rest of the real world.

			And all the other worlds beyond it.

			Daisuke smiled slyly over the fish. “I have a plan. I’ll tell you later. Tonight.”

			“Yeah? What’s special about tonight?”

			“It will be very romantic,” he promised.

			***

			Daisuke resolved to save Anne from bears more often. What a glorious day he’d spent, cooking for her, protecting her, making love to her. And what a romantic way he had to cap it all off. Daisuke had planned out everything.

			He had seated her facing east, so she could look out at the forested skirts of the mountains. The stream was close enough for them to hear its burbling under the evening birdsong, and the breeze was picking up. Soon it would be the perfect temperature for cuddling.

			Daisuke knelt on the picnic blanket and held up the little black velvet box. If Anne’s face was the camera, he should tilt the box so the light from the setting sun would catch the diamond on the ring. Like so.

			“Oh no,” she said.

			“Anne Houlihan,” said Daisuke, “will you marry me?”

			She burst into tears.

			Daisuke’s first thought was that he’d positioned the ring incorrectly. Then, that she thought sunset was an unlucky time of day to propose. Or had Anne been expecting the custom of the ring in the champagne glass? He had thought about that, but wouldn’t packing champagne on a camping trip tip her off?

			Daisuke had called Anne’s friends and family and asked them what sort of proposal she would like. Responses had ranged from, “Not a clue, mate. Sorry,” to “Oh, whatever you think is best, love,” “Didn’t you already propose?” and “What’s the point of marriage anyway?”

			Maybe Anne belonged to the last camp. Shouldn’t Daisuke already know it if so? How could he so precisely predict the needs and desires of his audience, his director, his producers and fans, but not the woman he loved? Or was he being needy again? No, but he was performing. There were no cameras here. If only the sun wasn’t in his eyes, he’d be able to see her expression.

			“What’s wrong?” he asked. A blind grope in the dark.

			“Oh, nothing!” She rubbed her eyes and shook her head. Curls whipped. “It’s just the whole world is crashing down on my head. Tomorrow it’s Sapporo, then Tokyo the next day, and there will be all these emails waiting for me because you wouldn’t let me bring my smartphone…and…just…!” Anne flailed her arms, hands like bats against the salmon and tangerine clouds.

			Daisuke shifted his weight. This pose was becoming uncomfortable, and now he was wondering if it had been a good idea to keep the second phase of their trip a secret. Tears were not in the script he had prepared, and neither were emails. Maybe that was the problem. Anne had said she wanted him to be more spontaneous. He would speak from the heart, like she did.

			“I don’t like it that you’re talking about email,” he said. “I just proposed to you.”

			“I know! I’m sorry. I know you worked so hard to make this whole thing happen.” She waved at the cooling landscape. “I wanted to play it right for you, but now all I can think of is that the scene is over and we have to pack up and go back to real life and I just can’t!”

			“Scene?” said Daisuke, but she wasn’t wrong. “You knew I was planning this?”

			“Well, yeah, Dice. It wasn’t too hard to figure out.”

			Daisuke closed down his expression, trying to think. If she’d known all along, then what had her plan been? What was the purpose of this crying now? What could Anne be doing but telling him no?

			“No, don’t do the blank mask thing again. Don’t….” Her shoulders sagged. “I’m sorry.” She dropped onto the cloth in front of him as if she’d taken an arrow to the chest. “I’m just totally at a loss here, Daisuke. We were having such a good time. Catching fish. Having sex. You saved me from a bear! I’ve been looking forward to accepting your proposal for months! But then the time comes and I just fall apart! What the hell is wrong with me?”

			Daisuke dropped his bitterness and grabbed at the question. “I think the answer is fame,” he said. “Fame is wrong with you.”

			Daisuke had already been something of a celebrity in Japan before he became the face of the first expedition to Junction, and he had had a hard enough time adjusting to the increased public scrutiny. Anne’s experience had been even more extreme.

			She had been working on her first post-doctoral project when the Nun people, the local Papuan highlanders, had shown her the interplanetary wormhole in their back yard. Beyond the wormhole: Junction, the center of a web of yet more life-bearing planets.

			A great deal of trouble had resulted, but Anne had survived for more than a week in Junction’s patchwork wilderness, saved several lives (including Daisuke’s), unmasked a murderer, foiled a military coup, and held up through the interrogations that had followed their rescue.

			It was only when they’d come back to civilization that Anne had begun to flounder. Sleepless nights. Panic attacks. Delayed reaction? Useless boyfriend?

			As he had learned to do on wilderness shoots, Daisuke suppressed his fear and uncertainty. He put his arms around Anne, and she turned and snuggled her back into his chest.

			“This is nice,” she said. “I wish we could do this all the time.”

			“We can do it all the time,” Daisuke assured her.

			“In Tokyo? Come on. Some days you wake up at 4am. Some nights you stay up until 4am. And you have to. There’s always a party or a presentation or something else of Earth-shattering importance.” She shook her head, sending curls flying. “And I just can’t. Do you get it?”

			More scared than he’d ever been sticking his hand into any hole the ground, Daisuke said, “No.”

			Anne thought for a moment. “I wake up and – wham!” She flailed her arm. “I reach for the cell phone, I turn off my alarm, and then I look at that screen.”

			“Yes?”

			“And I think, ‘What’s it going to be today, the food pellet or the electric shock?’”

			That took some thinking before the reference clicked. “Mm. Like a rat in a cage.”

			“Yeah. I’m like, ‘Oh I was invited to give the keynote at a sustainability conference.’ And someone called in a bomb threat because of something I said on Twitter. Or it’s, ‘Hurrah, you’re invited to this fellowship.’ But that one got defunded because the English department took offense at something else I said.”

			Daisuke tried to think of some useful advice. He really only had the one line, the same one he’d told her back when they’d met by the terraforming pools north of the village the Nun people had built on Junction. Tonight, he tried to put the message in different words. “It’s not important what fools think. Don’t pay attention to trolls on the internet.”

			Her sigh steamed, a pale flag in the dark air. “It’s not the internet, Dice. It’s everyone, every day. It’s the human race, it’s the planet Earth. It’s running as fast as you can just to stay still, and I’m failing.” She choked. Gasped. Forced more words out. “I’m the rat that gets a shock with every food pellet. So it just falls apart. Sits there shuddering in the corner of the cage.”

			Daisuke fought his own sense of panic. How had things gotten this bad? Should he contact a psychiatrist? Why hadn’t he known? He was supposed to be the sensitive one. “No,” he told her. “You can’t look at it that way.”

			“Yeah, that doesn’t help,” she said. “I can’t lie to myself, Dice. I’m not cut out for fame, like you. You can handle it, but I just can’t.” She pressed her back against him as if trying to push him over. “I should be a little worker bee humming away in the field, counting birds of paradise. Instead I’m the queen of Junction! And everyone wants a piece of me. Hurry up and fix the world’s problems, Anne. Quick, before it’s too late! Oops, it is too late! They burned down that forest and it’s your fault for not stopping it.”

			Daisuke tried to get control of them both. He held her, and they rocked together on the picnic blanket.

			“It’s okay,” he said, gathering up his courage again. This was hard to say. “It’s okay. I love you.”

			She sniffed and turned her head so she could press her cheek against his shoulder. Daisuke’s ears were starting to freeze, but the woman in his arms was warm. Infinitely precious. “I love you too. I’m sorry, Daisuke.”

			“Don’t apologize.”

			“Okay. I won’t.”

			The shadows of the trees reached out to swallow them and now it was night. Crickets sang their slow autumn song.

			“I like this,” Anne said. “I like it out here. We can just focus on day-to-day survival. Running away from bears and sleeping together in a tent under the stars….”

			That we was a big relief. “It reminds me of what you love,” Daisuke said.

			“Yeah. And it isn’t people.” She jerked in his arms. “Oh, Dice! I’m sorry! I had this whole stupid nervous breakdown after you proposed to me! I shouldn’t have let myself get sidetracked like…hang on. Didn’t you already propose to me? Wasn’t that the thing with the vacuum-spinner in the helicopter?”

			The Nun had given him the enigmatic alien specimen, and he’d given it to Anne right after the American helicopter had rescued them. Anne had been so impatient to get the interrogations over with so she could get back to studying it. And the things she had discovered!

			“The vacuum-spinner wasn’t official,” said Daisuke.

			“You must have thought I was looking for excuses not to marry you,” said Anne. “Oh, shit, Dice, I’m sorry.”

			She still hadn’t said ‘yes’ yet, but Daisuke didn’t tell her so. That would be tantamount to demanding that she say yes, and then what would the word even mean? Anne only said what she believed to be true, and Daisuke would no more dam up that authenticity than he would pour concrete into a mountain spring.

			So he held her, enjoying her warmth and the starlight reflected in her hair, controlling his urge to rush into things.

			The clouds were gone, and the Milky Way hung above them. With the sun behind the Earth and the lights of civilization far away, enough darkness had grown to make the galaxy visible. Between the brightest stars, more stars shone. Between them, yet more, and that was only the beginning.

			“Just think,” he said. “Those stars are all places.”

			Anne shifted in his arms. She was looking up too.

			“Christ, that’s lovely,” she said. “I’m going to miss this.”

			All right, this was the time. “You don’t have to miss it,” Daisuke declared. “Let’s go back to Junction!”

			Anne went still. “But, they won’t give us permission.”

			She was trying to convince herself that she didn’t deserve to be happy. That meant Daisuke was on the right track. “You’re the queen of Junction. Of course you’ll have permission.”

			“I’ve seen the photos though. The army has destroyed so much. Are any of the biomes we explored still even there?”

			Daisuke tried to remember the idiom. “There’s only one way to find out.”

			She laughed. “God, Junction.” Her hand found his, and clasped around it. “Can we stay there this time?”

			“Yes,” he said.

			They kissed until the jewel box snapped closed on his thumb.

			“Ow!”

			“Well, give that over here.” Anne took the box. “Now I can climb on top of you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Vacuum-Spinner

			The second phase of Daisuke’s plan apparently began with lunch at an outdoor café .

			Anne had to admit that this was no mean feat. Her previous experience with Sapporo had led her to believe the city had no such thing as an outdoor café. One could drink beer under the TV tower or have coffee in the glassed-in atrium of a crowded shopping center. One could even visit a restaurant called Auto Doa Kafue, which was neither ‘outdoor’ nor a ‘café’. But Daisuke had found this place, under an overhang on the ground level of a hotel, sandwiched between a parking lot and another hotel.

			If Anne turned her head and looked across the street, she could see a medium-sized cherry tree, a highly groomed little canal, and an even smaller and more highly groomed garden. A cedar tree and a clutch of red and maroon maples huddled under telephone wires and square, anonymous buildings. As Anne watched, a pair of young women gestured and exclaimed and took pictures of themselves in front of the trees.

			“What are you thinking about?” asked Daisuke, and Anne realized she was being ungrateful. The café was outdoors, after all, and it did serve coffee, as well as small, expensive, extremely precious little pastries. Anne plucked at the unfamiliar weight of the ring on her finger, and fed her pastries to the pigeons.

			“Pigeons,” she decided to answer.

			There were half a dozen of them jostling for space on the sidewalk, pecking up crumbs in the shadow of the overhang. Females scuttled away from males, which bobbed their heads and cooed desperately, throat feathers fluffed and shimmering with iridescence, fanned tails sweeping the concrete. Low-ranking birds loitered on the sidewalk, darting in to steal crumbs and hopping back out when their flock-mates nipped at them.

			“Pigeons?” Daisuke asked. Was he really interested, or just faking it because he wanted to be a good boyfriend? Fiancé now. He’d be good at faking that too. How would Anne ever know?

			“Specifically,” she said, “color morphs.” She tossed crumbs to the pigeons in need. The pavement-birds. “These pigeons are mostly wild-type. Dark gray heads and necks, light gray bodies. Four dark bars on the wings?” A few had wings checkered with dark feathers, but Anne didn’t see any brown or pied morphs. “I’m guessing that means there are fewer domesticated birds in this gene pool than in Tokyo.”

			“You’ve studied the birds in Tokyo?”

			Their life together in the city should have been a reward. Good job, Anne! You survived, you stopped a war or something, you won the heart of a good man, so now you can just return to the rat race. Get running!

			She had tried gamely to fit into Daisuke’s life, but there just didn’t seem to be space for her. The obvious next step for him, career-wise, involved lots of parties, charity events, and international golf courses, none of which were Anne’s preferred habitat. She could talk to two or three people at a time, or to a room full of fellow scientists at a conference, or to animals and plants, but any other situation left her floundering.

			Recently Anne had been spending more and more time locked in their apartment, having increasingly vitriolic battles with people on the internet. The international NGO for the preservation of Junction had fallen apart and, privately, Anne was relieved.

			But now everything was fine, right? She was engaged. Her fiancé would sweep her off to Junction. That had to be a good idea.

			So she counted white rump patches. “Most of the pigeons have white feathers between the shoulders and hips. See? That’s a defense mechanism to confuse hunting falcons.”

			She waited for him to translate her words back to her. So, Anne, you’re saying that there are probably more falcons here than in Tokyo?

			Instead, he said, “Ah. They’re here.”

			Anne closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “You invited someone to meet me.” From pigeon politics to people. She wished she could flash her feathers and dive to safety.

			“Yes. You’ll like them. This is my plan. Hello!” Daisuke stood and waved at someone across the street.

			Hello? So he was addressing these mystery guests in English. That was both good and bad. The whole conversation wouldn’t be over Anne’s head, but on the other hand she couldn’t just nod and smile and think of pigeon population genetics. Damn.

			Anne twisted around in her rickety little chair and squinted at the man and woman walking along the canal toward her. Where these people his friends or business contacts or fans or what? Had Daisuke told her and she’d just been thinking about pigeons?

			“What the hell is this, Daisuke?” she hissed.

			He twitched his head to the side, confused. Then his TV-personality mask came down. “Relax. You’ll like them.”

			It was impossible to tell whether that was a promise, threat, or order.

			Anne licked her lips and rubbed her sweaty palms against her trousers, willing her heart to slow. Bloody fight-or-flight reaction! If they were still safely in the wilderness, she could at least scream and jump up and down and scare these people away.

			Daisuke turned from the strangers and looked into her eyes. He gave her hand a squeeze. “It will be all right.”

			It was like he could smell her nervousness. And whatever crazy empathic powers Daisuke had, they worked on everybody. He would guide her through this interaction.

			He stood, and Anne followed his lead.

			The visitors probably weren’t fans. The man was too old, and the woman was too well-groomed. She looked like a supermodel, and he looked like somebody’s granddad.

			No, make that somebody’s wicked great uncle. The one who traveled the world and gave you a hookah for your thirteenth birthday. Skinny, energetic, face deeply tanned, hair and goatee brilliant white. He wore a shimmery gray suit that looked both comfortable and dapper as all hell. If he were a pigeon, he would be puffing his neck very far out indeed.

			“Mr. Irevani!” Daisuke stepped forward to shake the man’s hand, beaming as if he were addressing his dearest friend and most valued associate.

			There was none of the awkward do-I-bow-or-shake-hands stumbling of a Westerner in Japan. Irevani seized Daisuke’s hand in both of his and clasped it, his grin like a mirror reflecting the sun.

			Uh-oh, thought Anne.

			“Please, call me Farhad.” He turned his smile to Anne, who squinted in the glare. Here was another member of Daisuke’s tribe: the warrior-empaths.

			“Professor Houlihan,” the wicked uncle said. “It is an inexpressibly intense honor.”

			Oh honor! Anne had learned to be very careful about what honors she accepted. There were people who would call her a hero to her face, then turn around and sneer to their friends: ‘She thinks she’s a hero.’

			“I’m not a professor yet,” Anne told them. “I’m barely an associate professor.”

			“Oh, excuse me,” Farhad said. “May I call you Anne, then? How gratifying it is to finally meet you. And in such a charming setting too. Sapporo is one of my favorite cities. And at this time of year, the foliage is just breathtaking, isn’t it? Thank you, Daisuke, for making this happen.”

			Why was he still talking? Oh, he was holding out his hand for Anne to shake. Once she shook it, she’d be able to hold Daisuke’s hand and find some stability in this cyclone of charm.

			Farhad’s palm was warm and dry because of course it was. He gave Anne’s hand a squeeze just firm enough not to be icky and guided her efficiently up, down, up again. Release.

			“Nice to meet you, uh….” What the hell was his name? Had Daisuke told her?

			His gaze slid to Daisuke. “Kept me a surprise, I see? Don’t worry, I’m a pleasant one.”

			So this conversation was going to be over Anne’s head after all. Social cues were flying like badminton birdies.

			“Farhad Irevani,” he said. “Any way you want to pronounce it is fine with me.”

			Anne groped for Daisuke’s hand and found it. She let out a breath, recited, “Pleased to meet you,” and slumped, exhausted, while Daisuke elegantly explained both Anne and Farhad to each other.

			“Farhad is interested in investing in your conservation work on Junction. He’s a Silicon Valley entrepreneur.”

			“That would explain the American accent,” said Anne.

			“Do I have an American accent? Please inform my daughter!” Farhad’s laugh sounded entirely honest and unrehearsed.

			“And his administrative assistant is Aimi Garey,” Daisuke continued.

			Aimi gave him a perfect bow, then reached around her boss to give Anne a perfect handshake.

			“Oh my god, Professor Houlihan, it’s so good to finally meet you in person,” she said, all slender calves, elegant cheekbones, and stylish brown hair. “You’re such an inspiration to me and so many other women.”

			That couldn’t possibly be honest. Anne shrugged. “Okay?” Nobody in the vicinity gave any indication of whether that had been the correct response or not.

			Anne sat back down.

			Farhad nodded approvingly at her. “I apologize for descending on you from out of the blue like this, but to make up for it, I have come bearing gifts. Or rather, Aimi has.” He stepped aside, revealing the charcoal-colored box in Aimi’s hands.

			“And excuse me, Daisuke, but Aimi isn’t exactly my administrative assistant. I prefer the term ‘mentee’, or possibly ‘shadow’. Until she goes on to greater things, she keeps me honest.”

			“I also carry his stuff,” Aimi said. She held out the box.

			Anne tried not to think of engagement rings, attacking bears, and all the things her rumpled jumper and zip-kneed polyester pants weren’t doing for her. This woman was the sort you got at film star parties. Daisuke’s league.

			She was looking at Anne. Everyone was looking at Anne. “Thanks?” she tried.

			“Please, sit,” said Daisuke. “Can I get you something?” Oh shit, he was going to go order and leave her with these people?

			Farhad fluffed out his suit jacket and sat with his back to the pigeons. “Of course this is my treat, so what can we get you?”

			Anne let Daisuke handle the social dance and stared at the box, panic rising. If it contained another engagement ring, the diamond would have to be the size of a lemon.

			Aimi passed it to her mentor and went to order coffee, somehow talking Daisuke out of chivalrously doing it for her.

			“Aimi is my best mentee yet,” Farhad said. “She was the one who ran into Daisuke at the Independence Day party and laid the groundwork for this conversation.”

			“So Aimi manipulated Daisuke into manipulating me.” Anne wondered if she should have said that.

			Daisuke drew in a breath, but Farhad laughed. “Yes, this is exactly what I came for!” he said. “It’s like you’re allergic to bullshit. I love it! I’d hire you in a second to just sit next to me at pitch sessions and break out in hives.”

			She looked at him, resisting the urge to scratch.

			Farhad’s eyes crinkled. “I think you would appreciate it if we got down to business, hm?” The entrepreneur’s hands caressed the box’s black beveled corners. A manicured thumb pressed against a square on the front, and a green light came on.

			“Aimi won’t mind if she misses the big reveal. She’s seen it before.” Farhad leaned back as he opened the box, grinning like a carnival barker.

			Inside the box was Anne’s vacuum-spinner.

			The alien specimen looked like a pomegranate covered in metallic scales, nestled on a bed of sheer gray silk. Except that the silk’s shade changed depending on how you looked at it, and the scales were so tough it took diamond-tipped drills to penetrate them. Farhad had in his possession the remains of a space-dwelling organism, brought to Earth through at least two interstellar wormholes.

			Anne felt dizzy. She remembered Daisuke holding this fascinating life-form out to her and asking to accompany her on her next adventure. Of course, what had actually happened was a couple of helicopter rides and a great deal of very dull politics. There had been a hundred opinions about what to do with Junction, none of them right, and when Anne said so, everyone got offended. Anne thought that at least she’d made sure she’d managed to get the vacuum-spinner into the safety of a proper research facility, but Farahad had managed to reverse even that tiny victory.

			Daisuke squeezed Anne’s hand, and she realized she’d been squeezing his.

			“How”, she asked, “did you get that?”

			Farhad’s eyes flashed up and down her face. “You must be angry. You wanted this thing safe in a museum.”

			“Well, yeah. The University of Sydney was supposed to keep that specimen safe from gallivanting billionaire dilettantes.”

			“Millionaire.” Farhad smiled modestly. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Ah, and here’s Aimi with the coffee. Aimi, I’ve screwed up. Observe my mistakes and learn.”

			“This isn’t a joke.” Anne pointed at the vacuum-spinner, her finger trembling. “What exactly are you going to do with this thing? Turn it into a hood ornament for your private jet? Grind it up and snort it off the back of a hooker?”

			“Anne….” murmured Daisuke, which meant she was being rude. Was it the hooker comment? She glanced at Aimi, who did not so much as bat an eyelash.

			“Defensive armor.” Still holding her tray of coffees and food, Aimi spoke with the air of a doctor diagnosing a nasty case of shingles. “You had to build it up, with all the scrutiny the media is giving you.”

			Scrutiny such as the kind Aimi and her boss were focusing on Anne right now. She felt like a plasmodium trying to look back up the through the microscope lens.

			Anne turned to Daisuke for protection, then remembered she was angry at him. “You knew I’d hate these people, which is why you didn’t tell me about meeting them. And you told them to bring an alien organism because you know that’s what gets my juices flowing.”

			“Let him give you the offer before you refuse it,” he said, and didn’t that just sound so reasonable!

			“I told you we should have shown her a new species,” Aimi said. “You can’t swing a dead cat on Junction without finding a new species. The investors like the vacuum-spinner, but to a scientist, you just look—”

			“Corrupt?” Farhad’s fingers drummed impatiently on the box. “Professor Houlihan. Anne, I know you’re not the sort of person to be won over by showmanship. I understand that.”

			“Clearly untrue,” Anne observed.

			“My intention was simply to get your expert opinion on the nature of this organism. The paper you published described it as a ‘vacuum-dwelling autotroph’. In other words, a plant from space, right?”

			“No. Well, plants do harness sunlight to make sugar, and indications are that spinners use light to spin them against a magnetic field, which must make sugar or something metabolically useful.” Anne remembered she ought to be angry. “I mean, hey!” She poked her finger against the metal surface of the table, which wobbled. “You clearly bribed someone at the University of Sydney to let you cart this specimen all the way here so you could show it to me, so I could—” She flailed. “What do you even expect me to do? Hold it up and recite its vital statistics to the studio audience like I’m selling jewelry on television?”

			Anne had to breathe at that point, and Farhad leaned forward like he was about to say something else stupid.

			Aimi said, “Well,” and he relaxed. “I understand you.” But Aimi immediately disproved herself. “This is some sort of tiny spacefaring bio-ship.”

			“Oh my god!” Anne wanted to tear her hair. “No! Why do people keep saying it’s a bloody spaceship? Why does everyone have to gravitate toward the dumbest possible interpretation? And then you stick bio on the front of it like that’s supposed to— Look.” She grabbed at the box, and Farhad’s grip tightened.

			“Relax, mate, I’m only going to turn it around so you can look at the organism.” He relaxed, and she did.

			“Look at it,” Anne commanded. “Look at that shell. It isn’t just hard, it’s at least three centimeters of metals, ceramics, and polymers extruded in layers only two molecules thick, in a zigzag pattern reminiscent of tubulanes. It’s harder, tougher, and more opaque to electromagnetic radiation than anything evolved on Earth. In a vacuum, that shell would inflate into a sphere, with a single point of entrance into the interior. And that is protected by a valve that’s unlike anything we’ve seen, manufactured or evolved.”

			Farhad raised a finger. “Now imagine if we could reverse engineer that.”

			“Whatever,” said Anne. “Don’t look at me, Mr. Entrepreneur. Look at the spinner. Look at that fucking valve. It’s blown open now, but when closed, its resistance to exiting fluid would have been ridiculously high. Going the other way, resistance is actually negative, which means that this thing is very slowly pumping air into itself, even though it’s dead.”

			“And how—”

			“You wanted the lecture, you listen to the lecture.” Anne slapped the table, disturbing the pigeons. Her coffee spilled. “Right. So, the vacuum-spinner lives in a vacuum. But what’s it doing up there? It’s spinning. That’s what we think the skirt is for. That’s the silklike material that’s extruded from glands around the valve. Quartz crystals doped with oxygen, nickel, iron – each crystal with nanoscale hooks—” she demonstrated with her fingers, “– linked together in a very specific order and folded and twisted and pleated like some sort of giant, inorganic enzyme!”

			Anne unraveled her fingers, which she had folded and twisted together. Did she have their attention? Who cared? Either these people would learn something or they would go away and let her yell at Daisuke for getting her into this.

			“I won’t grab ahold of the stuff to demonstrate – and you better not have either – but if you pinch it between two fingers—” Anne pinched the air, “– it will either stretch like putty or resist like steel, all depending on the direction you pull. Now imagine if you spin it.” She spread her fingers. “It forms a disk. A skirt. Microstructures on the surface of the fabric make it opaque or reflective to electromagnetic radiation depending on the angle the photons hit, and those microstructures alternate in these—” she groped for words, “– gorgeous bands that spiral out from the spinner. We’re sure – well, I’m sure as hell sure – that the purpose of all of this is to spin the organism around inside its shell.”

			Anne’s hands twitched. She longed to spin the organism on its stalk the way she had back on the American aircraft carrier, showing these dipshits how frictionless the motion was. Reverse engineer that, humans!

			But no touching. With no mechanisms to repair them, the nanoscale structures that allowed these miracles broke. They broke a little more with each demonstration, and with each day. Magic, draining away.

			Anne blinked away tears and forced her voice to stay level. “We mustn’t cut this thing open. It’s the only specimen of its kind on Earth. The Nun on Junction don’t have any more, either. We have no idea how to get—” Her voice broke, and she swallowed and looked down at her hands. Damn it! Damn Daisuke for setting her up to fail like this.

			He held her hand. His fingers were very warm. Somehow, he was stopping the others from interrupting her.

			Anne took a breath. Let it out. “It’s not a ‘bio-ship’. It definitely didn’t live in interstellar space. This thing evolved in microgravity and very low pressure, yes, but the valve wouldn’t make sense unless there were some gasses for it to suck in. Not to mention magnetic fields to spin against. I think it skimmed the very upper layer of the atmosphere of an Earthlike planet.”

			“A planet like Junction,” Farhad said.

			Anne wished she could disagree, because now she understood where this conversation was headed.

			“In your papers, you said this organism is adapted for life in an ecosystem unlike anything we’ve seen,” said Farhad, “a low-orbit biome.”

			She nodded wearily. “And, since this specimen shows no sign of reentry burning or impact with the ground, there must be a wormhole on Junction that leads into space. Is that what you want me to say?”

			“Yes,” breathed Farhad. His eyes sparkled. “Yes, exactly.”

			Anne slumped back in her chair. She felt like she was back on Junction. 1.3 gees, and one of those stupid body cameras dangling off her chest, second-guessing every word she said and every thing she did. She felt like a circus performer. This meeting, her angry speech, it had all been on the script that these three had worked out between them.

			“Please,” she said, “return the vacuum-spinner to the University of Sydney. Whatever you paid them, it isn’t enough to deny the world access to the things we can learn from the specimen.”

			Farhad gave another genuine-sounding chuckle. “You think that I’m greedy and controlling and I’ll steamroll over any idiot stupid enough to get in my way as I suck all the world’s value into myself.”

			She glared levelly at him, which he took as assent.

			“But what I actually do is create value.” He gestured at the spinner. “Those scales, the valve, the nano-manufactoring. And you didn’t mention the radiation shielding. I would never deprive the world of this alien. I only borrowed it temporarily. Something to wow the investors with so that I can get the budget I need to explore these potentially world-changing discoveries. And so many more. You understand.”

			Anne didn’t understand and didn’t care. “Were your investors impressed by the show? I’m not. I know what the vacuum-spinner looks like. I’ve memorized its exterior features and everything that seismic tomography can tell us about its interior. I have dreams about dissecting this specimen, of—”

			Anne stopped herself, but too late.

			Farhad was leaning toward her, hands back on the spinner’s velvet box. “You’ve had dreams—” he lowered his voice and Anne found herself leaning even closer to him, “– of seeing a live one. In space.”

			His face was much too close to hers, still grinning, wrinkles deep in the corners of his mouth.

			“I am here because I need Anne Houlihan. And you”, he said, before she could muster a response, “are here because you need a mission.”

			Again Anne found herself stammering, “I-I already have a mission.”

			Farhad leaned back, hands going from the spinner’s box to his coffee cup. He took a sip. “You want to save Junction.”

			All Anne could say was, “Yes.” She felt like a sheep with a collie at her ankles.

			“Yes!” He beamed. “And where can that salvation happen? Here on Earth? Where’s your leverage on this tired old planet?” Farhad swept a hand to take in the towering buildings, the tiny park across the canal. “Here, you’re just another expert opinion for the media to ignore.” His flat palm became a finger pointing upward. “But there, you can answer some of the questions we’re all asking.”

			“You mean, are we going to fuck up Junction like we fucked up the Earth?”

			“I…no.” For the first time, they seemed to be off script. Farhad rubbed his goatee. “I was thinking of other questions, because what we do to Junction, you have the power to change that.” He held his hands out at her. Coffee would have sloshed if there had been any left in his cup. “You can be the one who sets the policy on how we explore, not just on Junction, but on all the worlds it leads to.”

			“I’m no politician.”

			“Exactly. You know what you’re doing.” Farhad caught her eyes with his, and she couldn’t look away. “Anne, on Earth you are wasting your time.”

			Anne clenched her fists and swallowed. The force of the temptation was almost palpable. A fishhook in her lip. On Junction, she could be queen.

			“Are you planning anything big here on Earth?” Farhad asked. “Anything you can’t delegate or do from Junction?”

			“I tell her she needs to delegate more,” Daisuke said, and Anne startled in her chair. For a second, she’d forgotten he was there. That he’d set this whole thing up!

			And why not say it? “You set this up!”

			“Yes I did. You need it.” He looked into her eyes. “Why aren’t we on Junction already?”

			Anne should have said, ‘Because of your career!’ That would have been a good tactic, but she only thought of it a second after the words just fell out of her mouth: “They’re destroying Junction. It’s too heartbreaking to see it happen.”

			She hadn’t meant to say that! But now it was out there, that truth, echoing between them. Why wasn’t Farhad saying anything? He’d been quick enough to interrupt her before. Why was he letting the awful silence stretch now?

			“Well?” Anne demanded.

			“You’re right,” Daisuke said simply. “It is heartbreaking what they’re doing beyond the wormhole.”

			And now Farhad put his oar in. Or maybe his demon’s pitchfork. “No accountability, no planning, no vision beyond the next quick buck they can make. Idiots. That’s why we need to be there, on site, supplying our more far-sighted, comprehensive vision.”

			Anne clutched the edge of the table, suddenly dizzy. She felt as if she were on a descending elevator. Like she was falling through the wormhole in Papua.

			“My plan is a small expedition,” Farhad was saying. “A compact but very powerful electric camper.”

			The plastic edge of his voice reached between Anne’s ribs, pressed hard against her heart. She found herself massaging her chest, looking away from the tycoon and at the pigeons.

			Those bizarre, beautiful creatures. As wondrous as any alien. Zippered keratin sheathing chalky skeletons rigged with protein puppet-strings. The whole organism bathed in iron-doped brine, four-hundred-million-year-old currents washing in and out of each cell, dragging oxygen from the atmosphere so that protons could be properly pumped.

			A car swept by and the pigeons scattered. Wings slapped and syrinxes gurgled in alarm. Bones, muscles, and feathers slid across each other. Around them flowed the air, no less a product of biology. All that oxygen.

			“Anne?” Daisuke said. She tried to ignore him, watching the pigeons swoop past the edge of the hotel and out of its shadow. They flared in the sunlight and vanished.

			So that was why Daisuke had arranged this meeting. This was his engagement gift to her. His way to get her out of civilization, where she could be happy. To fix, if not her, then at least their relationship. Oh, shit, she thought. It’ll kill him if I say no.

			And Farhad was talking again. “What do you say, Anne? Can I take you back to Junction?”

			***

			“No,” Anne said, and Daisuke swallowed the sudden lump in his throat.

			She couldn’t reject this gift. They couldn’t go back to Tokyo. He had nothing to offer her there except some kind of nervous breakdown. Anne was like some sort of exotic creature. A cassowary. Beautiful and dangerous. Unappreciated and totally unsuited for life in a city. One way or another, Daisuke would have to reintroduce her to the wild.

			If anyone noticed Daisuke’s inner turmoil, they didn’t show it. Farhad was leaning back, smiling, fingers laced over his belly.

			“Finally, we come to the ‘no’,” he said. “It’s good that you’re unwilling to blindly sign on to my expedition in return for some vague promises of power to set environmental policy on Junction.”

			“Because you are in no position to grant me those powers,” said Anne. “Unless you actually work for the American government.”

			Theoretically, the American army was only looking after the terraformed valley on Junction until such time as the UN could decide on a way to divide the territory up. A massively fortified emplacement had been built.

			“God preserve me from the fate of working for the American government,” Farhad said. “Don’t worry, I have a much more humble project in mind to start with.” He nodded at the vacuum-spinner. “Spaceflight.”

			“What?” Anne said, and Daisuke suppressed a sigh of relief. She had fed him the correct straight line. They were back on script.

			“It’s no easy feat,” Farhad continued. “More eccentric millionaires have failed at getting into orbit than succeeded, and they had the whole industrial base of Earth to support them.” He held up a finger as if to forestall any questions Anne might ask. “But! What if there was a way to get into orbit without all the fuss of rocketry?”

			Anne folded her arms over her chest and just looked at him.

			Daisuke’s gut tightened with anxiety, which years of habit and training translated into a big smile. He spread his hands at his audience and said, “The Howling Mountain is home to a wormhole that can take us to space!”

			Farhad deftly caught the cue and ran with it. “The native Nun people who gave you that spinner said it came from a ‘Howling Mountain,’ right? We’ve talked to the Nun and sent drones out in the direction they indicated and yes, there is indeed a mountain north-west of Deep Sky Base. Migrating toymakers have beaten trails to it. Toymakers are the alien life-forms that traded the spinner to the—” He caught Anne’s expression. “But you know what they are, of course.”

			Anne’s frown deepened. She had seen a man butchered by the little wood-shelled creatures. Daisuke restrained himself from filling the awkward silence.

			Farhad did not apologize or otherwise acknowledge his gaffe. He simply talked on. Daisuke was reminded less of a steamroller than a huge American snowplow, clearing a highway.

			“Even the howling part makes sense,” he said. “Air escaping through the wormhole into a vacuum. You see?”

			Anne waved a hand. “That’s just speculation.”

			When she failed to elaborate, Farhad raised an eyebrow and tapped a fingernail against the vacuum-spinner’s box. “What about this creature? Didn’t it come from space? Is there any other way it could have gotten to you, other than through a wormhole?”

			Anne looked like she wished she could say no, but she was too honest for that. “It’s a hypothesis,” she admitted.

			“A very well-founded hypothesis,” said Farhad. “There’s no burn marks on this shell. No damage that might occur from a fall to the ground. If this specimen came from space at all, it came through a wormhole, and what more logical place for a wormhole to lead than from the surface of Junction to orbit around Junction?”

			“Now that’s really speculation.”

			“Would you like to join me in finding out the truth?”

			“Right.” Anne nodded, not out of agreement, but because she was assuring everyone she understood what was going on. “Right.” Her eyes narrowed. “Now tell me the real reason you want to go to the Howling Mountain.”

			“Aside from the enormous potential value of a wormhole that leads to space, the human drive to explore, and my family’s desire to get me out of the house for a while?” Farhad winked at Anne, who just looked suspicious. “In a word, my goal is bioprospecting. Junction has been accessible for barely a year, the politicians are squelching research as hard as they can, and still I already have dozens of patents filed based on the biochemistry of alien life. Your expertise in that field is unparalleled and would be essential.”

			“And profitable?”

			Farhad answered as if the question hadn’t been rhetorical. “Profits are a measure of efficiency, and my entire career has been about finding ways to make more efficient use of resources. Desalinization projects, bioremediation, genetic engineering, even seasteading. Junction has a better chance than any of these ventures of saving humanity.”

			Daisuke thought some translation might be in order. “The secrets of Junction might provide us with a means to save the Earth!”

			“Exactly so,” said Farhad.

			Anne frowned. “He’s already blowing enough smoke up my arse, Dice. He doesn’t need help.”

			Daisuke blanked his face, not letting the sting show.

			“We need to show people what an intact, unexploited Junction has to offer,” Farhad said. “We need real exploration. Real, basic research. Sampling by someone who knows what they’re doing.”

			Anne’s eyes widened and Daisuke’s esteem for Farhad rose yet further. An invitation to collect biological samples would sound like a dirty and boring chore to Farhad’s investors, but Anne hadn’t been in the field since they had returned to Earth.

			“The area north-west of the glasslands is a wilderness,” Daisuke said. “Everything we see will be a new species.”

			Farhad nodded. “There have been flyovers, but nobody has traversed those plains. No human feet have walked there, not even the Nun.”

			“There’s probably a reason for that,” Anne said, but Daisuke could tell she was looking for reassurance now. She wanted this mission to be real.

			“The toymakers, now.” Farhad held up his hands as if holding up a toymaker: a colony of alien worms puppeteering a wheeled wooden ship. “The toymakers have this periodic migration. And the Nun have agreed to loan us a contingent of toymaker wranglers to guide us.”

			“Okay,” said Anne, and again it wasn’t agreement. She planted her hands like cleavers on the table, rattling the coffee cups. “But why are you coming on this jaunt? No, let me rephrase that, you shouldn’t be coming on this jaunt.”

			“Anne,” murmured Daisuke, but Farhad held up his palms.

			“I understand. You’re worried I’ll get in your way. Micromanage you. I promise you I won’t.”

			“Uh-huh,” said Anne. “Because you’re the sort of workaholic executive who doesn’t schedule every moment of his day and everyone else’s.”

			Farhad grinned. “I prefer to think of myself as a work-connoisseur. This jaunt will be a palate cleanser for me. A vacation. I wasn’t kidding about my family wanting a break from me. I’ll be more than happy to sit back and watch you do…” he spread his hands and tipped them up, “…whatever it is you want to do.”

			“Bullshit,” Anne said. “You don’t hire someone and then not care what they do.”

			Daisuke kept his face blank, but he wanted to pump his fists and say ‘Yes!’ Anne’s resistance was wearing down.

			“What I do is I hire people who care what they’re doing,” said Farhad, “and then get out of their way. And I know you care very much, Anne. You’re the sort of person who will, when placed on an alien planet, take samples. All I ask in exchange for supporting your work on Junction is that I get to keep those samples.”

			Remembering his role, Daisuke cleared his throat. “Support?”

			“Yes. Consider this a dry run. A first step. Once the mission is over and we’ve returned to base, I will have the resources to expand my presence on Junction.” Farhad caught Anne’s twitch and said, “I don’t mean I’ll open a hotel. I’m talking about a research and conservation station. A real one, not some military boondoggle that never actually gets built. And it will have you as its director.”

			Anne stared at him. Daisuke held his breath.

			Farhad put his elbows on the table and leaned forward. “You’re an explorer, Anne. Please, help me explore too.”

			Anne shook her head as if waking herself up from a pleasant dream.

			She thunked her index finger down on the table.

			“I want a firm contract,” she said. “And in that contract I want to be guaranteed independence. A lot of independence. You don’t know what’s interesting. I decide what’s worth pursuing.”

			“Literally pursuing, I’m sure.” Crow’s feet deepened as Farhad smiled. “And I can’t wait to see you chasing creatures across the landscape. You will have your independence, Anne. It’s already in the draft contract. The only caveat is that you have to stay in or close to the mobile lab. Food and fuel constraints demand a strict schedule.”

			“And the NDA, of course,” said Aimi.

			Farhad did not so much as flicker an eyelash. “Of course.”

			Had the two of them rehearsed that reveal? If so, they hadn’t included Daisuke in the loop. He leaned forward. “What are the terms of the NDA?”

			“No announcement of new discoveries until we arrive back at Imsame. I have final say over the contents of the first press conference. After that, you can say whatever you want.” Farhad turned up his hands, as if releasing birds.

			“That sounds generous,” Anne said.

			Daisuke frowned. Was it too generous? But what a fool he would look if he set this meeting up, dragged Anne to it, then backed out now. He shook his head.

			“All right,” said Anne. “Who’s my team going to be? You’ll need a lot of specialists. Biochemists, biomechanics people, medical researchers if you want to do anything with drugs. I’ve been working with some people who I can recommend….”

			She trailed off. Farhad had put his palms up and was shaking his head sadly. “Not on this trip, I’m afraid. I’m sorry, Anne, but you know the political situation. If the Farside Administration lets us field our big research team, they’ll have to greenlight every other big research team, including those teams from, gasp, China. A big research station would give everyone an advantage, which means no advantage for one power relative to any other. Therefore every individual power will drag its feet, hoping to stumble across a strategic advantage that will allow it shove aside the competition and take the whole pie.” He sighed at the foolishness of shortsighted politicians. “But the current deadlock can’t last forever, can it? Some time soon the way will be open for civilian research stations. Like yours.”

			He cleared his throat.

			“Then, of course you’ll have your pick of the world’s talent. For this expedition, however, we’ll need to travel light. Aside from myself and Aimi, we’ll have a crew of six, not counting the Nun. You and Daisuke are the last puzzle piece.”

			Emotions warred on Anne’s face. She knew she couldn’t do much real science without other scientists, but the last year had seen a chill set in between Anne and her colleagues. Envy, Daisuke said. Anne didn’t know if he was right or not, but she had started inventing reasons to not appear at conferences.

			That was why Farhad’s offer was so important. This way Anne wouldn’t have to bum around the army base. She could be out on the frontier. She could have Junction all to herself. She’d never have to leave.

			“I’m not looking for a repeat of my last trip to Junction,” Anne said, as if she’d heard Daisuke’s thoughts. “I’m not in the mood for another life-or-death struggle with the aliens while someone tries to kill me, again with the aliens.”

			“Of course not,” Farhad said. “I’m not even chartering a flight. My mission will be conducted in a nice, safe ground vehicle. A mobile lab and dormitory, supplied with everything we need and sealed against the elements.”

			“A caravan, in other words,” said Anne, but Daisuke could tell she liked the idea.

			“I believe the chassis was a Class A motor home, attached to what in the States is called a camping trailer,” said Farad. “But I do like the word caravan. It has a Silk Road ring to it.”

			“The Wormhole Road?” suggested Aimi, scribbling on her tablet. “The Alien Way?”

			“And it’s fully stocked,” Farhad said. “Microscope, dissecting table, liquid nitrogen, freezers, a mass spectrometer. Everything.”

			“What the hell would I do with a mass spectrometer?” Anne said. “Naw, ditch the mass spec, and add another freezer. Something that can go down to minus 190. And do you have a 4C fridge? And was that a dissecting microscope?”

			Farhad grinned. “It certainly can be, Anne. Anything else you would like to add to your order?”

			Daisuke couldn’t help himself. “I’m so happy,” he said. “This will be like a pre-honeymoon.”

			He didn’t even worry when Anne looked shifty. Maybe she wasn’t convinced that agreeing to marry him had been a good idea? Then Daisuke would convince her! Once they were back in the wilderness, he could do anything.

			***

			Farhad smiled and waved as the couple walked away. He projected calm, but his real expression grew under his mask of polite interest, what his wife called his ‘manticore’s smile’.

			“All right,” said Aimi. “All right. You did it.”

			Farhad looked up at the sky – no good if Houlihan turned and saw him grinning at her – and breathed out a great gust of air, as if to scatter the clouds. “Yes.”

			With his next in-breath, he gathered his energy, pulling it back into the safety of his body. As if aiming a cannon, he lowered his face and turned it toward his mentee. “Now tell me how I did it.”

			Farhad rubbed his hands together impatiently as she glanced down at her tablet. His fingers drummed on the vacuum-spinner’s box and his knee bounced as if under a grandchild.

			“One,” she said. “What was the best outcome?”

			Farhad checked his coffee cup. Empty. He really shouldn’t order another, or he’d be unable to nap, and his ten p.m. with Fort Bragg would be suboptimal.

			“Convincing Dr. Houlihan to come aboard,” Aimi continued.“Check.”

			Farhad shook his head. “That wasn’t the best outcome. What I wanted was to win her heart, but I failed. Why?”

			Aimi frowned down at her tablet.

			“The answer isn’t in your notes,” said Farhad, so Aimi looked up instead of down, cocking her head in a gesture that would look great on the cover of a women-in-business magazine.

			Farhad had chosen Aimi to be his mentee partly because she was better than ninety-five percent of the other candidates, and partly because her looks put other people on the wrong foot. Women were envious of her, men of Farhad, and everyone assumed the two of them were sleeping together. They weren’t, which made Farhad feel powerful.

			“You didn’t value-align,” she said. “You only seemed to.”

			“Yes. Go on. Why?”

			“Your black swans,” Aimi said. “You told her hardly anything about the real mission.”

			“No more than her poor fiancé told her about this meeting. Why weren’t we more forthright?”

			“Well, because she would have said no.”

			“At the very least. She’d probably inform the authorities and have us arrested.” Farhad’s knee bounced. What he could use now was a walk. It was good to feel so much energy.

			“Well, how do you value-align if you can’t tell the other person what your real mission is?” she asked. “How do you build trust if you can’t trust someone?”

			“What you do is you change the terrain,” said Farhad. “Here, on Earth, real synergy with Ms. Houlihan is impossible. On Junction, however, out of range of communications networks, things will be different.” He stood. “Come on, let’s take a walk. I’ll need to work out some of this energy before my nap.”
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