
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Journey to the Year 1,000,000,000 
 
    By Gary L.M. Martin 
 
    Captain's Log, Stardate 1,000,000,000 
 
      
 
    It is a billion years in the future, and mankind is about to become extinct. 
 
    I know this for a fact, because I am the last man in existence, and I am about to meet my end. 
 
    A giant "Black Box", 400 miles to a side, appeared above the Earth. It sent a series of devastating shockwaves into our planet. We needed to find out the origins of this phenomenon, and the Survey Service sent my ship in.  We discovered the Black Box was an entrance to a time tunnel. We were hurled into the distant future, nearly one billion years later. 
 
    We can barely comprehend the life that exists now. They view us as little more than bacteria. They killed what's left of my crew without a trace of remorse. And when they come back, they are going to do the same to me. 
 
    Mankind is extinct in the year 1,000,000,000, and when I am gone, so will the entire human race. 
 
    So why do I make this log entry? I know, with a near certainty, that when I am wiped into nothingness, that this record will face the same fate. I cannot honestly say I have any realistic hope that this entry will ever  be seen by anyone else. 
 
    I guess, in my final moments, that I feel comfort in fulfilling a duty, a routine I am familiar with, one last task to give me the feeling that I am still a living, breathing member of the United Survey Service, however futile this final act may be. 
 
    For when the aliens return, I will be gone, and with me goes the fate of humanity. 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Commander Michael Taylor, last surviving crewmember, 
 
    USS Devonshire. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1: The Black Box 
 
      
 
    The planet Earth was about to be destroyed, but Lieutenant Commander Michael Taylor had bigger problems. 
 
    For four years the Survey Service had tried to drive him into resigning. 
 
    Four years ago, Michael Taylor had been a junior lieutenant on the ill-fated USS Asgard, which had crashed on a primitive planet. Almost all the crew had been killed, but the passengers had survived. The native on the planet threatened to kill all  of them, until Taylor convinced them that they were their gods. And so Taylor, and the rest of the passengers, impersonated their gods. Overall things went reasonably well, (as well as things could go when one was impersonating a god), until three of the passengers, the brothers Chaka, Ahmed, and Khalid, stirred their followers on a holy jihad to go out and kill everyone who had alternative theological perspectives. 
 
    Taylor mustered an army to fight them, but he was overmatched. So he took the crippled Asgard up, and hovered low over Khalid's armies, and activated his reactor drive. It was like turning on a blow torch on a piece of meat. Thousands were killed. But as a result, many thousands more who would have been butchered or enslaved were saved. 
 
    Later, when they were rescued by the Survey Service, Taylor was put on trial. For a time it looked as if he would face the death penalty, but ultimately, he was acquitted.  For his valiant efforts in saving the lives of the passengers of the Asgard, as well as the inhabitants of PR-52981, he was even promoted to Lieutenant Commander. 
 
    But that wasn't the end of his story. Many elements in the Survey Service didn't approve of Taylor's performance, to put it mildly. They wanted him drummed out of the service. 
 
    So when the time came for Taylor to be assigned, no one wanted him on their ships. Normally, a Lieutenant Commander would serve as a first officer on a frigate, or a mid ranking officer on a destroyer or cruiser. But no one wanted Taylor to serve on their ship. 
 
    He was given a few short term, temporary assignments on Survey Service vessels. But somehow, he would only seem to wind up in bigger trouble. Controversy followed him everywhere. Eventually, he was dumped back on Earth at Survey Service Headquarters in Perth, a spaceman without a spaceship. 
 
    After two months on Earth, when he was seriously thinking of resigning his commission, Taylor was called into Rear Admiral Johann Von Windhoek's office. The admiral drummed his fingers on his desk. "It seems you're not very popular, Lieutenant Commander," said Von Windhoek. 
 
    Taylor said nothing. 
 
    "So what are we to do with you? Some want you assigned to a desk job. They think after six months of sitting at a desk in Perth, that you'll be ready to quit."  
 
    He looked at Taylor, trying to sense a reaction.  
 
    They were probably right, Taylor thought. He was almost ready to resign right now. 
 
    "Or, you could be assigned to the Westerner," said Von Windhoek. 
 
    "The Westerner?" said Taylor. He was unfamiliar with that ship. 
 
    "A cargo ship." 
 
    Taylor's face fell. He knew that the transport branch was where the Survey Service sent its officers that it had no great use for. 
 
    "But...." Von Windhoek let the words hang in the air. "You'd be Captain." 
 
    Taylor looked surprised. Even cargo ships were helmed by more senior officers. He had never heard of a Lieutenant Commander in charge of any ship, except perhaps tiny scoutships- 
 
    "I would be Captain, sir?" said Taylor. 
 
    "Unusual, I agree," said Von Windhoek. "Usually ships such as that are helmed by full Commanders, or even Captains. But I have some influence in the transport branch." He looked at Taylor. "What do you say, Mister?" 
 
    Taylor considered quickly. The merchant marine was the least desirable branch of the service. But to be a Captain! It was more than he could reasonably expect, given the circumstances. He looked up at Von Windhoek, and realized that he had at least one ally in the Admiralty. 
 
    "I'll take it, sir." 
 
    "Good." 
 
    And so for two years, Lieutenant Commander Michael Taylor had plied the stars, delivering materials from planet to planet, from starbase to starbase, or sometimes, from planet to starbase or from starbase to planet. At first he had been elated to have his own ship, and his own crew; but soon the tedium of his work caught up with him. His tasks were always the same. Move this here. Transport that there. 
 
    He loved having his own command for the first six months.  
 
    He enjoyed plying the Westerner across the stars the second six months. 
 
    He was reasonably content commanding his own vessel the following six months after that. 
 
    But by the end of the second year, he was increasingly restless. 
 
    Admiral Von Windhoek had been hinting increasingly that his exile to the transport branch would end someday, and he would get, if not a real command, a posting to a ship that was doing important work. But Taylor didn't know when or if that day would come, or whether Admiral Von Windhoek really had the influence to make that happen. 
 
    And then he met Pam. 
 
    It was about a year after he had taken command of the Westerner. His ship was assigned a regular route, Earth to Vega, Vega to Earth, and back to Vega again, and so on and so forth. It was during a layover on Earth when he was awaiting his cargo that he met her. 
 
    She was an exoanthropologist, lecturing on the development of cultures on foreign worlds. Taylor had gone to her lecture because he was bored, and also, to be honest, he had seen her holo and she looked really cute. Taylor's love life had gone downhill since he had stopped being a god, and now the only opportunity he had with women was to look at them. 
 
    But when he attended the lecture, something sparked within him. Pamela Nesbitt was not simply  beautiful, she was gorgeous. She had beautiful straight blonde hair that curved inwards. She had stunning green eyes, and high cheekbones, and a pert little nose. Pam had sexy red lips that formed an easy smile. She was thin, but had large breasts for a woman her size. 
 
    As he listened to the lecture, sitting in the third row, he looked up at her. She saw him looking at her and she smiled. This happened more than once. 
 
    After the lecture, Taylor went up to her. He introduced himself, and held his breath. Would she be repulsed? Would she turn away, like so many other- 
 
    "You're that Michael Taylor? The Michael Taylor of PR-52981?" 
 
    She even knew the numerical designation of the- 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor, hoping beyond hope.  
 
    Pam's eyes widened, and she broke out into a smile. "I've been so eager to meet you." 
 
    And eager she was. Eager enough to be taken out to dinner, and eager enough to go out on another date, and another after that, and very soon Taylor's dry spell ended in a torrential thunderstorm. 
 
    Pam's initial interest in Taylor had been his experience interacting with and altering the culture on PR-52981; but very quickly she became as interested in the man as much as his experiences. 
 
    Michael was tall, and handsome, and dark haired; and to her he was the very model of a fine, young dashing Survey Service officer.  The fact that he was Captain of a lowly cargo ship didn't seem to diminish his luster in her eyes. When he spoke defensively about it she responded thusly: 
 
    "Still, to be in charge of an entire starship, with a crew that jumps at your every command, that's really impressive!" Pam grinned. She gazed at him adoringly. This was their fifth date. It had been the third date when they reached that stage in their relationship where the emotional translated into the physical, right on schedule.  Having seen rockets aborted shortly before takeoff, over and over, Taylor knew from experience that if things didn't develop by the third or fourth attempt, they never would. 
 
    And so it had been on the third date when Pam shyly invited him up to her apartment, since Michael was still sleeping on the Westerner. And then she poured them some wine, and they sat on the couch, and neither needed much convincing to let nature take its course. 
 
    Taylor found he was smitten with her; she was as pretty without clothes as she was with them. As he made love to her and watched her body move, and saw her blonde face smile appreciatively at him, he reflected how good life was. 
 
    As one date blended into another, Taylor could quickly feel himself falling in love with Pam. She was smart, and cute, and had a wonderful laugh, and, just as important, she was also in love with him. For the first time in his life, Taylor started to wonder if Pamela could be the one. 
 
    But however strongly their feelings for each other, theirs was to be a long distance relationship. Taylor was gone for three weeks, sometimes four, before returning for a few days, and then the vicious cycle would start all over again. He spent every scrap of vacation time he had with her, but he could see with his own eyes, that their relationship had started to deteriorate, like a crack in the engine manifold chamber that was growing by the day. Trying to keep the relationship alive by talking by holochat just wasn't the same as being physically together. 
 
    By six months into their relationship, Michael could see the strain starting to build; after a year, which was two years after Michael had taken command of the Westerner, he could see it was at a breaking point.  
 
    And now, here it was. Out of malice or kindness, Michael wasn't sure which, Pam broke the news to him right after they had made love. The Westerner had been called back to Earth on short notice, breaking from its established trade route, and Taylor had been ordered to report to Admiral Von Windhoek the first thing in the morning. 
 
    That left him with a few precious hours with Pam. 
 
    As they lay together after making love, Pam held his hand and said, "Did you like that?" 
 
    What an odd question. 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. 
 
    "Good. I'm glad," said Pam. She smiled at him. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "I wanted to give you a good sendoff," she said. She got up and reached for her panties. Taylor watched with alarm she began to get dressed. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "We're over, Michael," she said. As Pam stretched to put on her bra, Taylor realized matters were getting worse by the minute. 
 
    Soon Pam was completely dressed. The final indignity was when she tossed him his own clothes. 
 
    "Why, Pam?" Taylor asked, hurrying to get dressed. He felt at a distinct disadvantage being nude when she was clothed, and she knew it. 
 
    "I want a man, not an empty bed," Pam said simply. Even with her shirt on, Taylor admired the curves. That was one of the things he loved most about her, that and her- 
 
    "But you knew I was an officer in the Survey Service when we started seeing each other," said Taylor. He felt like he was whining now, and regretted it. 
 
    "Knowing and experiencing are two different things. I was taken in by your..." she looked at him as he dressed, at his strong, handsome chest and broad shoulders. "...by your charm." 
 
    "And now?" 
 
    "I need a man in my life more than once in a blue sun," said Pam.  
 
    "Pam, wherever are you going to find a man you like-" 
 
    "Doug Weathers," she said promptly. 
 
    "What?" said Taylor. 
 
    "Doug Weathers. The anthropologist in my lab. You met him at a party three months ago, though you may not recall it." 
 
    Taylor did recall it, vaguely, though he had to work at it. Doug.... Tall. Blonde haired. Broad shoulders. Taylor remembered thinking he didn't look like an anthropologist. More like a male model. 
 
    Realization flooded into his mind. "You've already....." 
 
    "Well, it was kind of obvious that our relationship wasn't going anywhere," said Pam. "Is it?" 
 
    Was it? Was she giving him some kind of choice? 
 
    "What is it you're asking me, Pam?" 
 
    "Resign your commission," said Pam immediately. "Resign, and get a job on Earth." 
 
    "Pam... I'm an astronaut," said Taylor. 
 
    "The door is that way," said Pam, pointing. 
 
    "Pam!" 
 
    "That way," said Pam. "I'll miss you." She went and hurriedly kissed his cheek. "Goodbye." She smacked him on the ass. "You'd better get going." 
 
    She looked at him intently. Her message was clear. 
 
    And so Taylor, walking on the streets of Perth in the rain in the middle of the night, realized he had a choice to make: The Survey Service, or Pam. 
 
    And then there was the matter of the imminent destruction of the planet Earth. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They called it the Black Box. It had appeared suddenly above the Earth, some four months ago. It was a black spatial vortex, in a rectangular shape. Unmanned probes were sent in. They didn't come out. Telemetry was cut off the moment they entered. 
 
    And then, several months after it first appeared, the Black Box sent out its first shock wave, causing earthquakes all over the Earth. More shockwaves followed, typically once every week or two.  
 
    And the shockwaves were getting more severe. The first shockwave shook up the planet a bit. The second even more. By the third shockwave, hundreds were getting injured, and dozens were dying. The most recent shockwave, the fifth, caused damage all over the globe, killing over 400 people and injuring thousands.  
 
    People clamored for action. 
 
    After the third shockwave, the Survey Service sent in one of its top science ships, the USS Aurora. 
 
    It never reported back. 
 
    After the fourth shockwave, the Service sent in the USS Judicator, a modern, top of the line battle cruiser, literally the most powerful ship in the Survey Service's fleet.  
 
    The Judicator was never heard from again. 
 
    A week after that, the USS Exeter, a deep space cruiser, was dispatched. It failed to report in, too. 
 
    And then the fifth shockwave hit, and five days later a very tired and distressed looking Lieutenant Commander Michael Taylor reported to Rear Admiral Johann Von Windhoek's office at Survey Service's Auburn Field in Perth. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "You've heard about the situation with the Black Box," said Admiral Von Windhoek. 
 
    "The general information available to the public, yes," Taylor replied. Everyone on the Earth knew about the Black Box. They had all felt the quakes. "Does anyone know where it came from?" 
 
    "Not a clue," said Von Windhoek. "It just appeared, eight hundred thousand miles above the Earth, four months ago." He punched up a holoimage of it. The Black Box appeared on the screen. 
 
    "It looks a little like a black hole. An extremely small one, of course," said Taylor. 
 
    "Others have made the same observation," said Von Windhoek. "But this phenomenon has an important difference. It's in a rectangular shape. No natural phenomenon has ever appeared in that shape. Our scientists assure us that there is no chance it is natural in nature." 
 
    "So it's being generated, by someone?" 
 
    "So we think," said Von Windhoek. 
 
    "Someone who likes to eat starships," said Taylor. 
 
    "One of them got spit out," said Von Windhoek. "The Exeter." 
 
    "I hadn't heard that one of our ships came back," said Taylor. 
 
    "It's not common knowledge," Von Windhoek admitted, giving Taylor a stony glance. "The Exeter returned, three days after it left." 
 
    "And?" said Taylor expectantly. 
 
    "See for yourself." Von Windhoek pressed a button. The interiors of the Exeter's bridge appeared. 
 
    "What are those... lumps on the floor?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "The crew," said Von Windhoek. 
 
    "The crew?" said Taylor. The lumps looked like... dissolved chemicals. "What's happened to them?" 
 
    "Their DNA has been corrupted," said Von Windhoek. 
 
    "By the Black Box?" 
 
    "I don't think so," said Von Windhoek. "There are only eight bodies aboard." 
 
    "Where is the rest of the crew?" 
 
    "Missing," said Von Windhoek. "Just like the crews of the Aurora and the Judicator." 
 
    "Did you check the ship's logs?" Taylor asked. 
 
    Von Windhoek nodded. "Wiped clean. The sensor recordings too. Although we were able to get one semi-clear image off of it." He pressed another button. A yellow sun appeared. 
 
    "A sun." 
 
    "The sun," Von Windhoek corrected him. 
 
    "Our sun?" said Taylor. "The Black Box... didn't take them anywhere?" 
 
    "Apparently not anywhere," said Von Windhoek. "But anywhen." 
 
    Taylor stared at Von Windhoek for a long moment. "Time travel?" 
 
    Von Windhoek nodded. "Our best experts have looked at the image and compared it to the current condition of our sun." He pressed a button, and a second sun appeared. "Ours is on the left. The one from the sensor log is on the right. Our scientists say that the one on the right is fractionally smaller and hotter, as one might expect... in about 200,000 years or so." 
 
    Taylor looked at the two suns. They looked identical. "Are you sure?" 
 
    "The image was not entirely clear, and we only had one partial to work from," said Von Windhoek. "But it's a reasonable assumption that this is a time tunnel, and our working assumption is that it doesn't go into the past." 
 
    "From the future," said Taylor, his mind racing to consider the implications. "Why would people from 200,000 years in the future want to destroy the Earth?" 
 
    "Why indeed?" said Von Windhoek. "They would be destroying themselves. The shockwaves are getting stronger and stronger. Our projections indicate that millions could be dying in a matter of months, and that the planet could be uninhabitable in less than two years. The public is panicking." 
 
    That was putting it mildly. It seemed every media outlet had its own opinion on how to deal with the crisis. The World Government and the Survey Service was being flooded with demands to deal with the situation. 
 
    "They are putting increasing pressure on us to send a few nova bombs into the Black Box," said Von Windhoek. "They think that will seal the rift." 
 
    "Will it?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "We have no idea," said Von Windhoek. "Half of the Scientific Branch thinks it will. But the other half thinks the explosion will rebound and destroy all life on the planet Earth. You can see the rather delicate situation we're in." 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. 
 
    "Sooner or later, the World Government is going to bow to public pressure and insist we use nova bombs, which will either solve our problem, or not solve it, or destroy all life on the planet." Von Windhoek drummed his fingers on his desk. "I prefer a... less radical alternative." 
 
    "Which is?" 
 
    "You," said Von Windhoek.  
 
    Taylor looked startled. "Me? Me what, sir?" 
 
    Von Windhoek leaned forward and stared Taylor in the eyes. "I want you to go into the Black Box with a ship of your own. I want you to go in there, find out what's going on, and save the Earth." 
 
    Taylor started to laugh, until he saw Von Windhoek was not joking. "You're serious. You're really serious. What can I do that three other Captains couldn't do before me?" 
 
    "I don't know," said Von Windhoek. "But I saw what you did on PR-52981. You survived where no one else could, and you saved your passengers, as well as thousands of other people. Put simply, Lieutenant Commander, you are capable of doing what no one else is. And at this point, you're the only option left to try." 
 
    "You're serious," Taylor repeated. 
 
    "You will be given command of the USS Devonshire," said Von Windhoek. "It's an older frigate, but a good ship." 
 
    "A Lieutenant Commander, in charge of a frigate?" said Taylor. "Impossible!" 
 
    "It is now. Commander Gorsky is being reassigned. So is his first officer, Lieutenant Commander Bill Carey." Von Windhoek pointed a finger at Taylor. "You will be the senior officer on the ship. You are in command now, Lieutenant Commander." 
 
    "But... what can I do?" said Taylor. "If someone's trying to destroy the Earth, they're from the future, I'll be terribly outmatched and outgunned." 
 
    Von Windhoek leaned back and gave a sly smile. "I don't think they're trying to destroy the Earth." 
 
    "No?" 
 
    "No," said Von Windhoek. "If they are, they're being terribly indirect about it. Why send a shockwave every few weeks? Why not every day? Why set up the Black Box 800,000 miles from the Earth, when at 50,000 miles it could destroy the planet utterly? No, I think these shockwaves are a side effect. I think the Black Box is an invitation." 
 
    "Some invitation," said Taylor, remembering the images of the melted crewmembers of the Exeter. "An invitation to what?" 
 
    "I don't know," said Von Windhoek. "That's what you'll have to find out." 
 
    Taylor thought about it. "But... time travel? We... I... we may never be able to come back home," said Taylor. 
 
    "That's true," said Von Windhoek. "If you complete your mission, you may be stranded in the future. All you'll be left with is the knowledge that you've saved twelve billion people, and the entire human race." He paused. "You joined the Survey Service to have a life of consequence. Instead, you've been handed routine cargo runs from Earth to Vega and back to Earth again. This is your chance, Lieutenant Commander. Your chance to make a real difference." 
 
    Taylor paused. For a brief moment he thought of Pam. "Can I think about it?" 
 
    "No time," said Von Windhoek. "We estimate the next shockwave could strike again in four or five days. You leave in the Devonshire in two. I need your answer now; will you do it?" 
 
    Taylor licked his lips nervously. It was a suicide mission. He saw that clearly. 
 
    But Earth was in desperate need. And if he didn't try, the entire planet could be destroyed. 
 
    Von Windhoek was right. This is what he had joined the Service for. To defend Earth. He couldn't turn away now, he just couldn't. 
 
    But Pam.... 
 
    "I'll do it," said Taylor, even before he had fully convinced himself. 
 
    "Good," said Von Windhoek, not sounding at all surprised. He pressed a button on his desk. "Send in Doctor Shaw, please." 
 
    A tall brown haired woman in her mid 30's, with her hair in a bun, entered the office. "Admiral?" 
 
    "Have a seat," said Von Windhoek. As she sat down, Von Windhoek said, "Taylor, this is Doctor Elizabeth Shaw. She will be leading the science team on the Devonshire." 
 
    Taylor looked over at her. Shaw seemed a very serious minded woman. "Nice to meet you," he said, extending a hand. 
 
    "I wish I could say the same," she said.  
 
    Taylor's jaw dropped. 
 
    "Sir, may I speak freely?" Shaw asked. 
 
    Von Windhoek looked annoyed. "Of course." 
 
    "This man... I know this man's record. He is not the proper person to command this mission." 
 
    "He isn't?" Von Windhoek said, sounding surprised. Not surprised by the conclusion, perhaps, but by the audacity of the person making it. 
 
    "No, sir. He assumed the role of a God. He used women for his own pleasure under the guise of being a God. He killed thousands of people." 
 
    "And perhaps you think I'm unaware of this," said Von Windhoek. 
 
    "No sir," said Doctor Shaw. "It's just... he's not suitable for this kind of... delicate assignment." 
 
    "You're mistaken, Doctor Shaw," said Von Windhoek, with an icy tone. "He is suitable. And do you know how I know this? Because I have assigned him to this mission." 
 
    "Yes, sir," said Shaw, sensing from his tone that further argument wouldn't be advisable.. A new thought occurred to her. "Sir, Mr. Taylor is a Lieutenant Commander. I hold the reserve rank of a full Commander. Will I be in charge of the mission?" 
 
    Von Windhoek gave her a long look. "Of your science team? Certainly." 
 
    "And the mission?" 
 
    "Lieutenant Commander Taylor is," said Von Windhoek. 
 
    "A Lieutenant Commander can't give orders to a Commander," said Shaw. 
 
    "Again, you're mistaken, Doctor Shaw." Von Windhoek leaned forward and stared at her. "He can if I say he can. Do you have any other questions?" 
 
    Shaw looked flustered, as she turned rapidly from Von Windhoek to Taylor and back to the Admiral again. "No, sir." 
 
    "Good. Get your science team aboard the Devonshire. You leave in two days." Von Windhoek turned to Taylor. "Any other questions, Lieutenant Commander?" 
 
    Taylor had none. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They left the office together. Doctor Shaw looked apologetically at Taylor. "Lieutenant Commander... I hope you didn't take any offense. I didn't mean my criticisms to be taken personally. I'm sure we can work together professionally." 
 
    Taylor gave her a cold look. "I'm sure we can too." He turned away at a brisk pace and made for the exit. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor regretfully went back to his former ship to collect his things and say goodbye to everyone… but to one person in particular. 
 
    His first officer, Lieutenant Jennifer Hale. 
 
    Serving on a cargo ship wasn't exactly the best way to advance one's career in the Survey Service. It had been offered to Taylor as a way to assume his own command, but most crewmembers who were assigned to cargo ships were not given a choice in the matter. 
 
    Jennifer Hale was the rare exception. She had actually sought out the assignment, which initially confused Taylor mightily.  
 
    But Hale knew what she was doing. Few lieutenants in the fleet had the opportunity to be the first officer of a ship, any ship. On most ships lieutenants were given low ranking assignments. But because Taylor had been given a command more senior than his rank, his first officer would enjoy the same benefits. 
 
    So Jennifer Hale happily became first officer on a freighter. She didn't see it as a career ender, but rather the opposite. "After four or five years I'll have more command experience than all the other officers of my grade," she said. And it was true. She didn't seem at all worried that she would be trapped in the merchant service. 
 
    Even more importantly, she wasn't put off by Taylor's background. She knew, of course, of his notoriety from his experience on PR-52981. It didn't bother her in the least. When she told Taylor that the experience showed he had an "exceptionally creative mind", he immediately knew they would get along well. 
 
    And they did. Exceptionally well. They became close, and not just in the professional way. There had been that one time when they had almost crossed the line, when they had crash landed a shuttle and were stranded on a planet together. Nothing had actually happened between them, but things had been said.... 
 
    "You're really doing this?" said Jennifer Hale. "It sounds like a one-way mission." 
 
    "It probably is," said Taylor. 
 
    She studied him with her eyes. "What does Pam say about this?" 
 
    "Pam... we broke up," said Taylor. That wasn't quite true, however. Pam had broken up with him. 
 
    Jennifer seemed to sense the truth of it. "No more Pam?" 
 
    "She... she wanted a man who could be with her more," said Taylor. 
 
    "I see," said Jennifer. Her pink tongue snaked out and licked her lips. "I'm so sorry, Michael." She hugged him. Taylor enjoyed her firm embrace.  
 
    When she pulled back, she looked at him searchingly. Taylor suddenly felt bashful. 
 
    "So... the ship is yours, Lieutenant," said Taylor. He looked into her beautiful green eyes. He would miss her. He probably would never see her again. 
 
    "I don't think so, sir," said Hale. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "You're going to need a first officer on the Devonshire, aren't you?" 
 
    The Devonshire's XO, Lieutenant Commander Bill Carey, was being reassigned, along with the Captain. "Yes, but-" 
 
    "So you're going to need me." She stepped forward until her chest was almost touching his again. She looked into his eyes. "Sir." 
 
    This was too intense for Taylor. He took two steps back. "Why, Jennifer? I just told you this is a one way mission. None of us are coming back from it." 
 
    "All the more reason for me to go," said Hale firmly. "I joined the Survey Service to defend the Earth. Not simply to deliver foodstuffs to Vega. If I don't step up in Earth's most urgent time of need, what kind of officer am I?" 
 
    "But Jennifer...." His voice trailed off. "What about Michael?" 
 
    Jennifer's husband was named Michael. The same name as Taylor. That grated on him constantly. 
 
    "Michael... Michael will understand," she said, and suddenly her face became unreadable. "He knew who and what he was marrying," she said. "You need me, sir. Don't make me sit this one out." 
 
    Taylor thought for a long moment. Ultimately, the decision should be hers. He nodded. "All right. Place Lieutenant Talent in command, and get to the Devonshire by 1400 hours tomorrow." 
 
    "Sir, yes sir. Thank you, sir," she said, saluting him.  
 
    Taylor had thought he would miss that; as it turned out, he wasn't going to miss it at all. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor was surprised again when the Westerner's medical officer, Doctor Bill McCrae, came by to say his farewells. He was an older man, a southern gentleman in his early 50's. 
 
    "It sounds like a crazy dangerous mission you're going on, Michael," said McCrae. McCrae was the only one on the ship who could call him by his first name. McCrae had never asked for permission, he just did it. 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor, trying not to think about it as he packed. 
 
    "A crazy dangerous mission that probably you'll never come back from," said McCrae. 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor, feeling his pulse jump. What was the point of this conversation? 
 
    "It sounds like just the sort of mission I should be going on." 
 
    Taylor looked up at McCrae for the first time. "What?" 
 
    "You heard me." 
 
    "I think I did. And now my next question is-" 
 
    "Why?" McCrae smiled for the first time. "I did a little research on your new crew. The Doc there is brand new. 20 years my junior. It isn't right that he should have to go into early retirement." 
 
    Taylor looked at McCrae. McCrae had never volunteered for anything. But now.... "Are you sure about this?" 
 
    McCrae nodded. 
 
    "All right then," said Taylor, closing his suitcase. "Be on board by 1400 hours tomorrow." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    And then, back at his temporary living space in Survey Service barracks, Taylor was treated to yet another surprise. An unfamiliar face came to his door. "Michael Taylor?" he asked. 
 
    "Yes?" Taylor looked up to see a tall man wearing a Survey Service uniform with Lieutenant Commander bars on them. 
 
    "I'm Bill Carey," said the man, extending a hand. "First officer of the Devonshire." 
 
    Taylor shook his hand, with confusion in his eyes. "You were notified that you were being detached, correct?" 
 
    "Correct, sir," said Carey. "But I'd like to stay on." 
 
    "Stay on?" said Taylor. 
 
    "As your first officer," said Carey. 
 
    "I already have a first officer," said Taylor. "My first officer, Jennifer Hale-" 
 
    "Has never commanded a warship. And neither have you," said Carey. "You have never commanded this class of ship. You have never even been assigned to this class of ship. You have no familiarity with the crew. I do. You need me, sir." 
 
    Taylor considered. Carey's logic was impeccable. He looked up at him. "But... you know how dangerous this mission is likely to be. Three ships have already been lost. Why...." 
 
    And then he gave the answer that Taylor knew he would. The same answer that Jennifer Hale had given him. 
 
    "Because Earth needs me, sir." 
 
    And so Lieutenant Commander Bill Carey, temporarily reduced in grade to Lieutenant, became second officer on his own ship. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Yes?" said Pam, as she flung the door open. 
 
    Taylor could see the expectation in her face. She knew he would only be coming back for one reason. To announce that he was leaving the Survey Service to be with her. He was about to disappoint her. 
 
    "I... I came to say goodbye," said Taylor. 
 
    "Oh," said Pam. She turned and went back into her apartment. Taylor followed her in. 
 
    "The admiralty has assigned me to deal with the danger to Earth caused by the Black Box," said Taylor. 
 
    "Oh," said Pam. 
 
    Oh? I'm about to risk my life to save the planet. Is that all she can say? 
 
    "If it were anything else, anything else at all, you know I would be there for you," said Taylor desperately. He tried to reach out to touch her, but she pulled back. "Pam," he said, with pain in his eyes. 
 
    "You don't have to explain, Michael," said Pam. "I haven't been living in a bubble for the past four months. I've felt the quakes. I know the Black Box has to be dealt with. My only question is, why do you have to be the one to do it?" 
 
    "Because the Service asked me to." 
 
    Pam stepped forward and pressed her body against his. He felt the warmth of her hard melons against his chest. "I also asked you for something, Michael." 
 
    He looked into her eyes. "This is about saving the planet Earth." 
 
    "Let someone else do it," she whispered. She reached out and kissed him. He felt her soft lips press against his. It felt glorious. 
 
    "I... I can't," he said. 
 
    Pam stared at him for a long moment. Then she slowly nodded. "And I was a fool. A fool, to think you ever could." 
 
    "Pam-" he reached out for her. 
 
    "Go!" She said. 
 
    "Pam-" 
 
    "Go now!" said Pam. She pointed to the door. 
 
    Taylor turned and left. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2: The USS Devonshire 
 
      
 
    The Devonshire was an old ship. 
 
    The Survey Service, after throwing away three of its best ships (one of which, admittedly, returned, but without a living crew), had no appetite for sending a top of the line vessel into the Black Box. It didn't seem to matter what they sent. The Service had first sent a dedicate science ship, the Aurora, which never came back; a top of the line battle cruiser, the Judicator, which also never came back; and a deep space cruiser, the Exeter, which came back... along with the liquefied remains of eight members of the crew. 
 
    And so they sent Taylor on an old ship. The Devonshire was the first of the Dorsetshire class frigates, and was a state of the art amazing feat of engineering… some forty years ago. It had been upgrades no less than four times since then, and was slated for retirement in another year… until it had been assigned to this mission. 
 
    Taylor didn't mind. Until now he had only dreamed of commanding a Survey Service warship. He didn't care how old it was. The Devonshire had two massive plasma cannons, and four megajoulers, two in front and two in back. It had a crew of 54 and for this mission, 14 scientists as passengers. 
 
    He had never commanded such a large complement before. Admiral Von Windhoek had used all his influence to get Taylor this command, which really merited at least a full Commander. 
 
    The Devonshire was not just an old ship.  
 
    It was also an unhappy one. 
 
    He, Taylor, was a volunteer on this extremely hazardous mission. 
 
    So was Jennifer Hale, his first officer, and his medical officer, Doctor McCrae, and his second officer, Bill Carey. 
 
    And so were the scientists, volunteers all, from Doctor Elizabeth Shaw on down. 
 
    But not so the crew. 
 
    The crew had not been given a choice. They were officers and members of the Survey Service, and were expected to serve wherever the Service sent them. 
 
    Sixteen crewmembers resigned their commissions rather than report for duty. They were quickly replaced with sixteen other crewmen, who also had been assigned against their wishes. 
 
    The Devonshire was not a happy ship. 
 
    The crew, rightly or wrongly, blamed Taylor for their predicament. They also weren't happy to see Commander Gorsky removed as Captain and replaced with a Lieutenant Commander who had never captained a warship before. Many felt he was unqualified. Many who knew of his past would never have served under him, given the choice. Bill Carey, the former first officer, now turned second officer, wasn't exactly one of Taylor's biggest supporters either. He clearly had doubts about his new Captain, which is why he had volunteered to stay on. 
 
    The crew was not the only ones unhappy with him. Doctor Shaw had spread the poison thickly among her scientists. They were polite enough to Taylor, but kept their distance from him.  
 
    And so Taylor had very few friends on the Devonshire. 
 
    He held a ship wide meeting on the hanger deck, the only place which could accommodate the entire crew.  
 
    Taylor took a deep breath. He had never addressed so many people before... at least, not since he had been a god. And that had been years ago. He had gotten rusty. How exactly did one inspire large numbers of people again? 
 
    Jennifer Hale sensed his anxiety, and brushed some imaginary lint off his shoulder. "You're going to do fine. Knock them dead, Captain," she said, giving him her little smile. 
 
    Taylor nodded and stepped forward to address the crew. All eyes were on him. 
 
    "You all know why we're here," he said bluntly. A holo of the Black Box hung above him.  
 
    "This thing is slowly ripping the Earth apart," said Taylor. "The Survey Service sent three ships into it. They couldn't stop it." 
 
    "But I have news for you. We are going to succeed. We are going to succeed where they failed," said Taylor. He looked into their disbelieving eyes. They all thought they were going to die when the ship entered the Black Box. He had to convince them otherwise.  
 
    "I've beaten worse odds," said Taylor. "You all know that. Not all of you want to be here. To be blunt, not all of you want to be under my command." 
 
    Jennifer's eyebrows lifted, as did some of the crew's. It was a startling admission to make. 
 
     "But you're all members of the Survey Service. We do things not because we want to, but because we have to. Because we are the shield and the sword which protects the Earth. If we do nothing, that thing out there is going to slice up our planet. The Survey Service won't let that happen. I won't let that happen. And neither will you." 
 
    Jennifer Hale started to clap. A crewer joined in. Then another, then another. Before long half the crewers were clapping. 
 
    Taylor turned to Hale, who nodded, with a tight smile on her face. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    As the ship made final preparations to get underway, Taylor found his mind drifting to thoughts of the Black Box. If it really was a passage for time travel, he might never see Earth, his Earth, ever again. He had made his goodbyes to his parents, and his brother Darden and his sister Val, and his friends. 
 
    But he found himself thinking most about Pam. It could well be that he and Pam would be separated by 200,000 years of time. She would be long dead by then. 
 
    Theoretically, it should not matter to him. Pam had already given him up, pushed him out the door. What did another 200,000 years matter? 
 
    But somehow, it did. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor went to the bridge. He checked in with his officers: Jennifer Hale, his XO; Bill Carey, his second officer; his security chief, Obongo Babangida; Bill Collins, his sensor officer, and Suki Tanaka, his navigator. All signaled they were ready to depart. 
 
    Taylor turned to Doctor Elizabeth Shaw. Her brown hair was perfectly encapsulated in a bun, as always. "Doctor, are your scientists ready to go?" 
 
    "Yes, Lieutenant Commander," said Shaw in a neutral tone. 
 
    Lieutenant Commander. Not Captain. 
 
    "Sir, there's an incoming message from Survey Service Command," said Ensign Tanaka. 
 
    "Put it on main viewer," said Taylor. 
 
    It was Admiral Von Windhoek. "Captain Taylor. Are you ready to depart?" 
 
    "Yes, sir," said Taylor.  
 
    "We hope you succeed. We will give you a few days to carry out your mission. But if we don't hear from you... extraordinary measures may be taken." 
 
    "Nova bombs, sir?" said Taylor. 
 
    Von Windhoek nodded. "Political pressure may force us to send a few of those through. I just hope you're not near any of them when they go off." 
 
    "I hope so too, sir," said Taylor. 
 
    "Good luck, Captain," said Von Windhoek. 
 
    "Thank you, sir," said Taylor. 
 
    He felt the eyes of the bridge crew on him. 
 
    "Ensign Tanaka, set a course for the Black Box." 
 
    He felt a wave of apprehension from the crew. Or was it just from himself? He tried to ignore it. 
 
    "Course laid in and set, sir," said Tanaka. 
 
    "Mr. Babangida, raise forcefields to maximum." 
 
    "Forcefields now at maximum, sir," said the large black man behind him. 
 
    "Everyone... we're going in," said Taylor. "Take us in, Suki." 
 
    "Yes, sir," said Tanaka. 
 
    The Devonshire started to move into the Black Box. It looked like they were going into a black hole. The entire bridge crew was tense. 
 
    Taylor looked over at Jennifer Hale. She gave him a nervous look, and reached out and squeezed his hand. Taylor wondered how it would look to the rest of the crew; but since they might die in the next few seconds, what did it really matter? 
 
    They raced ahead, into blackness…. 
 
    And then the Devonshire entered the Black Box. 
 
    The ship shuddered, and shook wildly, and accelerated rapidly, and.... 
 
    ………………………………… 
 
    nothing. 
 
    They were still alive. 
 
    "Report," said Taylor. 
 
    "We are inside the Black Box," said Ensign Collins.  
 
    "Velocity is off the scale," said Ensign Tanaka. 
 
    "Readings?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Nothing," said Ensign Collins. "We're in some kind of corridor, which soaks up all our sensor energy." 
 
    "We're moving incredibly fast, in the dark," said Taylor, checking the instrumentation. If they were in a time tunnel, how long would they be there for? Minutes? Hours? Days? There was no way to know. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    As nothing happened, and their flight continued, the crew found itself relaxing slightly. Boredom started to set in. 
 
    When Taylor's watch ended without incident, he nodded to himself. Wherever they were going, it would take a while to get there.  
 
    He went down to the cafeteria. He saw Doctor Shaw and her scientists huddled together at one table. Taylor saw members of his crew looking away at another table as he walked by. He decided to sit alone at an empty table, and started eating. 
 
    "May I join you?" 
 
    Taylor nodded even before he looked up. To his surprise, it was one of Dr. Shaw's scientists. 
 
    "You're...." 
 
    "Victor Berman," said the scientist, giving him a smile. "So nice to meet you, Captain," he said, extending a hand. 
 
    After a brief pause, Taylor shook his hand. "Aren't you sitting at the wrong table?" 
 
    "What, you mean with them?" said Victor looking over at the scientist table. "I don't think so. They're all just a bunch of boring egotists." 
 
    Taylor smiled despite himself. "Boring egotists?" 
 
    "Isn't that how most people view scientists?" Victor asked, with a smile.  
 
    Taylor stared at Victor. He saw a balding, middle aged man. "You're different from the others." 
 
    "Why thank you. That's the nicest thing anyone's said to me today," said Victor. 
 
    Taylor stared at him, trying to figure the man out. "What is your specialty?" 
 
    "Exosociology. Foreign cultures and all that," said Victor. "The Survey Service thought I might be useful if we come across some alien cultures that need deciphering.  I told them of course! I would be essential to this mission." Then he lowered his voice mockingly, as if he were telling a secret. "Truthfully, though, I would be as much in the dark as the rest of you. Imagine a culture 200,000 years in advance of our own. Yes, I heard the theory about the Black Box's origins. 200,000 years in the future, if my fellow eggheads are right. By that time scale, humanity would be so far advanced that we wouldn't even begin to have the first idea how to relate to them." 
 
    "So why did you come?" 
 
    "Why not?" said Victor, shrugging with another smile. 
 
    "It's likely to be a one way trip," said Taylor. 
 
    "To a very interesting place, if it's the future we're really going to," said Victor.  "Captain, I've lived a good life. A long life. And by now, kind of a dull life. I could go to sociology symposiums and write papers for another twenty years. I choose to do this instead." 
 
    Taylor smiled at him. He found himself liking the man. "I look forward to using your expertise. I just hope I can work as smoothly with the entire scientific team." 
 
    Victor smiled back at him. "By entire scientific team, you mean Elizabeth, don't you?" 
 
    Victor was very perceptive. 
 
    "She doesn't seem to like me very much." 
 
    "To the contrary. I think she likes you a great deal," said Victor. 
 
    "What makes you say that?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "She told us four times that you are unqualified to lead this expedition. She went on with great length and passion as to why you are temperamentally unsuited to be in command," said Victor. 
 
    "And that means she likes me because...." 
 
    "She only gets animated about people she likes," said Victor. 
 
    "I really don't think Elizabeth, I mean Doctor Shaw, likes me," said Taylor. 
 
    "Really?" said Victor. His eyebrows furled. "Then why is she looking at you right now?" 
 
    Taylor slowly turned his head, and saw Elizabeth staring right at him. She blushed, and turned away. 
 
    Taylor looked at Victor with an odd expression. Could he be right? 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    After dinner, Elizabeth made her way out of the cafeteria. On the way out she practically bumped into Vincent Roman. 
 
    Vincent! 
 
    "Oh, sorry," said Vincent, backing up. 
 
    "That's all right," said Elizabeth, self consciously touching her hair, which of course was in a bun. She started to go around him, but he moved to block her. 
 
    "Elizabeth, can I ask you a question?" said Vincent. 
 
    "Sure, Vincent," said Elizabeth. Go away, Vincent. 
 
    "I... I heard you didn't want me on your team." 
 
    I didn't, but the admiralty overruled me. They said I needed an exoanthropologist, and you were it. 
 
    "Where did you hear that?" Elizabeth asked. 
 
    "I hope... I hope our past is not going to be a problem," said Vincent. 
 
    "Not for me," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "Good," said Vincent, giving a weak smile. He found himself staring at her chest. She noticed his stare and blushed. Vincent bit his lip, forced himself to look away, and started walking in the other direction. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    That night, after checking in with the bridge to make sure the situation was unchanged, Taylor lay down on his back in bed and closed his eyes. 
 
    Sleep was long in coming. 
 
    He kept thinking about Pam. 
 
    Pam! 
 
    It was too late to have regrets now; there were probably thousands of years separating the two. By now, Pam was long, long dead and buried. 
 
    But on top of all his other worries, the thought of it made him even more unsettled. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Everyone who had boarded the Devonshire had their own reasons for coming. 
 
    Taylor's was one of patriotism, to the Survey Service, and to Earth. Victor was in search of excitement. Bill Carey came out of loyalty to his ship--he didn't think Taylor could handle the command, and wanted to be there to protect the crew. Jennifer Hale was there out of loyalty to the Survey Service... and to Taylor.  
 
    Suki Tanaka, the navigator, came because of her disappointing career in the Survey Service thus far. She had entered the academy in the hopes of exploring the stars, and so was elated when her first assignment was to the Bonadventure, a deep space scoutship with a crew of three, assigned to explore the Magellan Sector. She thought nothing would make her happier. 
 
    In reality, the assignment was deathly dull. All they ended up doing was cataloging star after star for ten months. And then there was Captain Waters. Actually, technically speaking, Waters was only a lieutenant, as a three man scoutship didn't rate more than a one-ringer as Captain. The first week he had cornered her in a maintenance pod, and gave her a hug that startled her. 
 
    "Captain Waters, what are you doing?" Suki asked. 
 
    "Giving you a kiss," he said, and then he did just that. Suki's eyes widened as the Captain pressed his lips against hers. She felt his need, and his very masculine body pressed against her, and her body responded. Suki was not very experienced, except for that one time at that late night party in the Academy- 
 
    She felt Waters pressing against her belly through his clothes. This was a dangerous game to play. "But Captain-" 
 
    "Who will it be," said Waters. "Me, or Sean?" Ensign Sean Flaherty was the other member of their crew. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Don't you know anything?" said Waters. "We always pair up on these long scoutship missions. You can be with me, or with Sean." He kissed her again. "Wouldn't you rather be a Captain's girl?" he murmured. 
 
    Suki felt his breath on her lips. His hands all over her. 
 
    "What will it be, Suki? Wouldn't you rather be a Captain's girl?" 
 
    Suki felt a wave of attraction. Mark Waters was handsome, and dashing, and squeezing her body, and-"Yes," she whispered, overcome by her brash young captain. 
 
    Waters took her to his small compartment and made it official. 
 
    But it didn't end there. In a three module scoutship the size of the Bonadventure, it was impossible to keep intimacy secret. But Waters didn't even try. He started kissing her in the control module. At first, whenever Ensign Flaherty would come in, Suki would whisper "no" and pull from his grasp. 
 
    But Waters became more and more insistence, and soon Suki was kissing him with abandon even while Flaherty watched. Somehow, things progressed from there, and soon Waters was making love to Suki with the cabin door open, while Suki was vaguely aware of Ensign Flaherty standing by the door and watching. 
 
    It was purely a power trip on the part of Lieutenant Waters, to show Flaherty that he thoroughly dominated Suki. For Mark Waters, it made the love making all the more exciting. For Suki, it made it all the more degrading--until, to her horror, she found herself getting used to it, until one day she found herself thinking nothing of it as she passed Ensign Flaherty in the corridor while she was totally nude. 
 
    By the end of the trip, Suki felt thoroughly degraded and used, like a whore. She never filed a complaint with Survey Service command, unsure of how much she had willingly participated in all of it, but she requested an immediate transfer. When the Devonshire's navigator resigned his commission and Suki was assigned to replace him, she didn't fight it; on the contrary, she relished the opportunity, despite the obvious risks. This was the reason she had joined the Survey Service in the first place, not to be some man's plaything. 
 
    Unlike the rest of the crew who were there involuntarily, she actually had some sympathy for Captain Taylor. She knew of his past history, but in her mind that made him a creative, brave leader, not the reckless playboy that many in the Survey Service looked down on him as. She didn't think he was anything like Captain Waters, and despite his known history with women, didn't think he would ever take advantage of her. She tried to smile at him whenever she could, and was pleased whenever he gave her a shy smile in return. 
 
      
 
    ********
  
 
    Vincent Roman, the staff exoanthropologist, also had his own reasons for being on the Devonshire; he just wasn't sure what they were. All scientists from the Scientific Branch were volunteers, unlike the regular crew. When Vincent heard the opportunity came up to be on the mission, the first thing he saw was Elizabeth's name, on the top of the roster. 
 
    If Elizabeth Shaw was almost a virgin, then Vincent Roman was an actual one, at the age of 32. Vincent was socially awkward around women. He found himself staring at their chest. Staring at her chest made him feel socially awkward. It was a circular problem. 
 
    He had worked with Doctor Elizabeth Shaw for six months in the Geneva research labs of the Survey Service before he worked up the courage to ask her out on a date. She hadn't smiled at him, not exactly, but he got the sense that she enjoyed his company, and they sometimes had lunch together. When he asked her out, Elizabeth looked shocked, but then said, after a pause, "All right. Sure. Why not?" 
 
    That drove Vincent into a panic. He had never considered it going this far. Usually women turned him down with an excuse that they were busy, or needed to wash their hair for days on end.  
 
    Vincent spent a day and a night worrying about it. He knew he wasn't up to it. The thought of being alone with Elizabeth made him so nervous that it gave him panic attacks. So a day later, he cancelled, saying he was busy and would have to reschedule. He didn't think Elizabeth would believe it if he said he had to wash his hair, since his hair was short and obviously quickly washable. 
 
    Elizabeth nodded and accepted it, and things returned to the way they were, except they no longer had lunch together, which Vincent missed. He still found himself staring at her chest at awkward times and looking away when he got noticed. 
 
    When he saw that Elizabeth was leading the science team for this mission, Vincent signed up without thinking. He wasn't sure if it was because of the mission, or Elizabeth, or... yes, it was probably because of Elizabeth. 
 
    Elizabeth didn't seem happy to have him on her team, but didn't seem unhappy either; she treated him neutrally, coolly, like a writing stylus or an implement. And that was where things stood between them when Vincent boarded the Devonshire. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    When Taylor awoke the next morning, he checked in with the bridge. There was no change. They were still in the time tunnel, if indeed it was a time tunnel. Admiral Von Windhoek's theory that they were traveling in time was just that, a theory. In reality they could be traveling through space, rather than time, or perhaps... 
 
    Or perhaps they not traveling at all. The black tunnel they were in gave the illusion of motion, but what if they weren't traveling at all? What if they were simply caught in a spatial phenomenon that went nowhere? 
 
    But then Taylor remembered the Exeter. It had come back from somewhere, and there were only the bodies of eight crewmembers on it. The rest of the crew had disembarked, or been taken off the ship. They must have gotten off somewhere.  
 
    He went to the cafeteria and got some breakfast. As he looked for a place to sit, he saw Victor smiling and waving him over. "Over here, Michael," said Victor. 
 
    Michael. No one on this ship was permitted to call him that; except perhaps Jennifer, when they were in private together. And yet here was Victor Bergman, yelling "Michael" at the top of his lungs. 
 
    But he was such a friendly man. If any other man had said his first name, it would have come out mockingly, as an attempt to embarrass him; but Taylor instinctively felt that Victor was just being outgoing, and somehow it didn't bother him in the least. 
 
    He came over to Victor's table and almost stopped in his tracks.  
 
    Victor was sitting next to Elizabeth Shaw and some of the other scientists. 
 
    "Come, sit down, join us," said Victor, making space for him. 
 
    Taylor, feeling self conscious, sat down. "Thank you. Good morning, Doctor Shaw." 
 
    "Lieutenant Commander," she said stiffly. Once again, she refused to call him Captain. She emphasized his rank, which was technically junior to hers. 
 
    Taylor felt his phony smile wilt. 
 
    "We were just talking about the situation, Michael," said Victor. "Has there been any change?" 
 
    "I just checked with the bridge when I got up. We're still in this time tunnel, if it really is a time tunnel." 
 
    "I was just debating that with Elizabeth," said Victor. "Do you know, I think the Survey Service may have gotten it wrong about this being a time corridor." 
 
    "The Survey Service doesn't make mistakes," said Taylor. 
 
    "The Survey Service makes mistakes all the time," said Elizabeth, staring at him pointedly. 
 
    Taylor frowned. 
 
    Victor pretended not to notice. "I had a look at that image of the sun, pulled from the scrambled logs of the Exeter. The one purporting to show a sun 200,000 years in our future." 
 
    "What about it?" said Taylor, starting to eat his eggs. 
 
    "It was heavily enhanced. I saw the original image. It was badly scrambled. There's no way to be sure that that image reliably showed a sun from the future. It was too badly garbled." 
 
    "But it was an image of our sun," said Taylor, chewing on a piece of toast. 
 
    "Apparently," said Victor. "The amazing thing about space is how little we truly know about it. We've explored less than two percent of our galaxy, and our galaxy is one of... what, millions? Billions?" 
 
    "The universe is infinite, some people think," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "Exactly," said Victor. "We can't be sure where or when we're going." 
 
    "And what about the melted bodies from the Exeter?" said Taylor. "Do you think it could be a delayed reaction to travel inside this phenomena?" 
 
    "Well, we haven't started melting yet, have we?" Victor grinned. "No, I think the crew went somewhere, and encountered something that changed them. A spatial phenomena distinct and separate from the Black Box, perhaps." 
 
    "Or perhaps aliens, who experimented on them," said Bill Carey. He and Jennifer Hale sat down in empty spaces vacated by departing scientists who had finished eating. 
 
    "That's why we've got plasma cannons and megajoulers," said Taylor. 
 
    "The other ships had them as well, and it didn't seem to do them a whole lot of good," said Carey. "Captain, I would recommend battle drills for each of the three watches." 
 
    Captain. 
 
    "Agreed. See to it." It seemed sensible enough. 
 
    "Let's hope if we do meet aliens, that they are in the mood to talk first," said Victor. 
 
    "And let's hope we're in the right frame of mind to talk to them," said Carey. 
 
    "What does that mean?" Taylor asked sharply. 
 
    "Well, Captain...." His voice trailed off. 
 
    "Out with it, Mister," said Taylor. 
 
    Carey lowered his fork. "Sir, I don't know how to say this, so I'm just going to say it. Your experience on PR-52981 has some of the crew... concerned." 
 
    "Some of the crew?" said Jennifer Hale sharply. "Or you?" 
 
    "Sir, you landed in an alien culture, and by the time you had left, the entire planet was at war with itself, and you murdered thousands of-" 
 
    Jennifer dropped her fork with a clatter. "That's out of line, Mister! Captain Taylor saved thousands of lives, and if you don't realize that-" 
 
    "Jennifer!" said Taylor sharply. "Thank you, but I can defend myself." He turned to Carey. "Mr. Carey, you carry the permanent rank of Lieutenant Commander." 
 
    "Yes sir," said Carey. 
 
    "And your former Captain, Emil Gorsky, carried the rank of full Commander, did he not?" 
 
    "Yes sir," said Carey. 
 
    "And yet, neither you nor he are in command here. I am," said Taylor. "Why do you think that is?" 
 
    Carey gulped. "The... The Survey Service thought-" 
 
    "Yes, the Survey Service thought. And they probably think a lot better than you do. We sent three ships into the Black Box, three ships led by Captains with stellar records. Conventional thinkers all. None of them returned. The Survey Service decided something different was required. Whatever you may think of my service record, I'm a survivor. Whether you like me or deride me, the time may come when you're grateful for it." 
 
    Carey bit his lip. He lowered his tone. "Sir, I never meant to demean you-" 
 
    "I know what you meant," Taylor said sharply. "But I think there are a few things we can agree on. One of them is that we are going to have to work together, cohesively, as a team, if we are going to have any chance of carrying out our mission. Are we agreed, Lieutenant?" 
 
    "Yes sir," said Carey. 
 
    "Doctor Shaw?" 
 
    "Of course, Captain," she said. And she meant it. 
 
    Something remarkable had just happened in Elizabeth's eyes. Bill Carey had shrunk and Taylor had grown taller. Not just taller, but braver, bolder. Even more manly. It excited her, in a way she wanted to deny. She turned her head away, worried that she might betray an expression. 
 
    Jennifer Hale raised an approving thumb. "Best breakfast ever!" she said, half-mockingly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3: The Year 8,000,000 
 
      
 
      
 
    Taylor set the Devonshire on a three crew rotation with six hour watches. Taylor didn't want the crew to get too tired with longer watches. He headed one, Jennifer took the second, and Bill Carey took the third, and then Taylor took the next watch and so on. Whenever one of them needed a brief break, they left Lieutenant Babangida or Ensign Collins or Tanaka in command. Suki Tanaka was young, but Taylor had a good feeling about her. He saw she had served on a deep space mission for ten months. Those were tough assignments, with very small crews that required a lot of dedication and responsibility, and Suki's commander, Mark Waters, had spoken very highly of her, giving her top ratings. 
 
    There was nothing but blackness on the viewscreen. All the instruments told them was that they were moving at incredible speeds. And then, on the morning of the third day, while Jennifer had the watch, it happened. She called him to the bridge immediately. 
 
    There was a window. 
 
    One side of the Black Box was now completely clear. They could see through it, into open space. The Black Box continued onwards, but for the first time they had the option to leave it, and return to normal space. 
 
    Apparently. 
 
    "What do sensors detect?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "It is hard to get readings," said Ensign Collins. "Interference from the Black Box-" 
 
    "Look! It's Earth!" Jennifer Hale cried. 
 
    They looked out of the opaque side of the Black Box. Sure enough, they saw what looked like the planet Earth. 
 
    "So they were right," said Victor. He and Elizabeth were on the bridge. "This is not a tunnel that goes through space, only time." 
 
    "Not necessarily," said Taylor. "We may not have gone through space or time. We may simply be back where we started. Magnify." 
 
    The image of the Earth magnified. The crew cried out. 
 
    It was Earth, but not the Earth they had left. The Atlantic Ocean was practically gone. North America and Europe were close together. South America and Africa were almost having continental intercourse, as one fit neatly inside the bend of the other.  
 
    "The continents have moved together," said Taylor. "This couldn't have happened in only 200,000 years, could it?" 
 
    "No, Michael," said Victor. "We must have come farther than that. Much farther." 
 
    "Sir, sensors show that the window on the side of the time tunnel is collapsing ahead," said Suki. 
 
    "Can you slow down?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "No sir, I can't. I estimate we have perhaps two minutes to make a decision whether to exit this window or not." 
 
    Taylor thought rapidly. "The time tunnel has an exit here... but it keeps going on. Shouldn't we keep going on to its point of origin?" 
 
    "The other crews probably asked the same question," said Elizabeth, feeling her pulse quickening. "It all depends on where the shockwaves are originating from. They could be from here, or somewhere farther in the future." 
 
    "We have at most a minute and thirty seconds to decide, Captain," said Suki. 
 
    "If we leave the Black Box, will we be able to reenter it?" Taylor asked quickly. 
 
    "Unknown,"  said Ensign Collins, the sensor officer. "We are on the inside of it. We cannot know how it looks from the outside." 
 
    "One minute fifteen," said Suki. 
 
    "Opinions?" said Taylor, his voice tight. 
 
    "We should keep going to the end of the time tunnel," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "Bill?" said Taylor. 
 
    "I agree," said Bill Carey, his second officer. 
 
    "Jennifer?" said Taylor. 
 
    She shrugged helplessly. "I honestly don't know, Captain." 
 
    Taylor stared at the Earth for a long moment, trapped in his mind, unable to decide. 
 
    "Forty five seconds, Captain!" said Suki. 
 
    And then Victor caught his eye. "I think we should drop out now, Michael," he said quietly. 
 
    "Why?" said Taylor. 
 
    Victor shrugged. "Call it instinct. We've apparently already come a very long distance.  I think, just on general principle, that it's a good practice to stop by the side of the road every million years or so to ask for directions." 
 
    Taylor looked at Victor, and saw his little smile. His point was obvious. It seemed like they had already lept a huge distance into the future. Victor, like everyone else, was curious what life was like on Earth  eight million years in the future. But the decision, of course, would be his.  
 
    "Thirty seconds, Captain!" 
 
    Taylor looked at his crew. What if going on was the wrong decision? What if going too far had killed the other crews? Or what if dropping out was the wrong decision? What if they dropped out, came out at the wrong time, and were stranded here. But the Exeter had returned. But they had no idea of knowing what decision the Exeter crew had made- 
 
    "Fifteen seconds, Captain, it's now or never!" Suki cried. 
 
    Taylor found himself looking at Jennifer. For a second, a split second, he thought he saw Pam's features overwritten on her. 
 
    "Drop out of the tunnel, now!" Taylor cried. 
 
    The ship lurched as Suki steered to the clear part of the time tunnel. The ship flailed about for a moment, the instruments flickered wildly, and then.... they were out of it.  
 
    "Status!" Taylor cried. 
 
    "No damage reported," said Lieutenant Babangida, a moment later. "The ship is functioning within normal parameters."  
 
    "Where are we? Suki? Collins?" 
 
    It was Suki who answered first. "Earth, sir." 
 
    "When?" 
 
    "Working on it," she said. "Doing a star fix." 
 
    "Collins, is the Black Box still visible? Get it on the viewscreen." 
 
    Seconds later the Black Box appeared. From this perspective it looked like... an entrance. 
 
    "So we can go back into it," said Victor. "You made the right choice, Michael," he said, putting an arm on Taylor's shoulder. 
 
    Taylor, feeling his body covered with perspiration, nodded. That had been his biggest fear, that if they had landed in the wrong time, that they wouldn't be able to reenter the Black Box. 
 
    Elizabeth was fuming silently. In their moment of crisis, Taylor had ignored the advice of his senior scientist, to take the advice of a man over hers. She gritted her teeth. But it appeared, so far, that Taylor's gamble had paid off. 
 
    "Getting a star fix sir," said Suki. "No... no, this can't be." 
 
    "What?" said Taylor. 
 
    "Rechecking," said Suki. And then. "Confirmed." She turned to face Taylor. "Sir, if these readings are right, we are eight million years into the future." 
 
    "Eight million years?" said Jennifer, turning pale. "That's not possible." 
 
    "That's what the instruments say," said Suki helplessly. 
 
    "Eight million years," said Victor. He raised his eyebrows. "So much for the Survey Service's theory of 200,000 years into the future." He chuckled. "And they worried that we wouldn't be able to relate to people who were 200,000 years in advance of us. They shouldn't have been concerned, should they, Michael?" 
 
    Taylor gave Victor a cynical smile. "Get Earth on the viewscreen." 
 
    It was Earth, but not their Earth. The continents had shifted closer together, though they were not quite touching. There was a mini ice age descending on North America and Europe. 
 
    "So much for the Global Warming nuts," said Victor. "It was cooling they needed to fear. We'll have to get back, just to tell them." 
 
    "Life signs?" said Taylor. 
 
    "Scanning," said Suki. Then... "Yes. In the thousands. Several million, at least." 
 
    Millions? The Earth previously had populations of billions. 
 
    "I wonder who lives there now?" Victor asked. "Mankind has existed for only about 200,000 years. In seven or eight million years we evolved from the apes, it is said. And now we have eight million years more of evolution. Whatever we find down there, it's not likely to be recognizable as human." 
 
    "Our mission is not to sample human evolution," said Taylor. "We have to find out who is controlling the time tunnel." 
 
    "The time tunnel does not start here," said Elizabeth. "Logically speaking, it must be controlled farther ahead, in the future." 
 
    "That presume that those who created the time tunnel didn't make it work in both directions," said Victor. "Perhaps they wanted to go both into their past and the future." 
 
    "Victor's right," said Taylor. He saw Elizabeth wince and shake her head slightly. "We have to examine this time period to be certain that the time tunnel isn't generated from this era. Suki, are there any signs of spacecraft in orbit?" 
 
    Suki checked. "No, sir." 
 
    "Then we'll go down to say hello. I'll command a small landing party. Elizabeth, gather up a few of your anthropologists. Victor, you come too. Mr. Babangida, I want a security detail. And send for Dr. McCrae-" 
 
    "Captain!" 
 
    "Yes, Mr. Carey?" 
 
    "You are too valuable to lead this mission, sir," said Carey. "I or Lieutenant Hale should lead it." 
 
    Too valuable. Taylor knew full well what Carey was really worried about. The memory of burning thousands of religious zealots with the reaction drive of the Asgard suddenly flashed through his mind.   "I appreciate your concern for my well-being, but I need the two of you here, in case something goes wrong." 
 
    In case something goes wrong. He regretted it the moment he said it. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They took a shuttle down to southern Florida, or at least, what used to be Florida. Florida had twisted in shape now, bending back towards Alabama and Mississippi, like a male organ which was no longer firm. They landed down by what had once been Naples, Florida. 
 
    There was a city there, of lean, one story homes, all made of some unidentifiable kind of material, perhaps some kind of futuristic plastic. 
 
    They landed the shuttle in an open grassy field. A crowd of people gathered to meet them. 
 
    People. 
 
    They looked just like human beings. 
 
    "Astonishing," said Victor. "They look exactly like us. Is it possible there has been no evolutionary development in eight million years?" 
 
    "Not very likely," said Taylor. He nodded to Lieutenant Babangida and his men, who, like Taylor, were all armed. "Let me go first with the security detail." 
 
    Taylor cautiously exited the shuttle first, with the others following behind. 
 
    There were a crowd of people standing respectfully at some distance. Two approached them. One was a man, the other a woman. The man was wearing a one piece outfit, as was the woman, but the woman's was much more revealing. 
 
    "Nice to see that some things haven't changed in eight million years," said Doctor McCrae. 
 
    Elizabeth gave him a glare. 
 
    The man and woman approached. "Hello," said the woman, with a nervous tone. "You are welcome here. Do you understand me?" 
 
    "We understand you," said Taylor. "Do you understand me?" 
 
    "Yes," said the woman. "My name is Juci. This is Tedi." 
 
    "Hello," said Taylor. "My name is Lieutenant Commander Michael Taylor." 
 
    Juci squinted. "Lu... Lu....." 
 
    "A form of rank," said Taylor. It was to be expected that certain words would have changed. Frankly, it was amazing that they could even understand each other after eight million years. "I'm the Captain of the Survey Service ship USS Devonshire." 
 
    Juci looked blankly at him. 
 
    "The ship, in the sky," said Taylor. 
 
    "That thing," said Tedi, pointing to the shuttle. 
 
    "No, the ship... it's in orbit." 
 
    "Ooorbit," said Juci, looking confused.  
 
    Yes, they were definitely going to have a language problem. 
 
    "We've come a long way," said Taylor. "Can we speak to someone in charge?" 
 
    "In charge?" Juci looked confused. 
 
    "You don't know what the words in charge mean?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Michael, the problem may not be linguistic, it may be conceptual," said Victor. "Juci, we're looking for the person who runs things." 
 
    "Runs things?" she said blankly 
 
    "Who makes decisions?" 
 
    "Who makes decisions?" She parroted. 
 
    "The person who... coordinates-" 
 
    "Ah!" she smiled. "You want Coordinator." 
 
    "Yes. We'd like to speak to your coordinator." 
 
    "Engin," said Juci. She turned to Tedi. "They want to speak to Engin." 
 
    "Engin is very nice," said Tedi. 
 
    "Yes he is," said Juci.  
 
    "Can we speak to him?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "This way," said Juci. 
 
    She led them through a crowd of curious spectators. 
 
    "They don't seem hostile," said Lieutenant Babangida, the security chief.  
 
    "Neither does a Vegan swamp toad, until it clamps down with steel jaws," said Elizabeth. "We can't judge things by our conventional senses. We must make a thorough scientific study." 
 
    "Doctor Shaw is right," said Taylor. "Just because something looks harmless doesn't mean it is harmless." 
 
    Elizabeth beamed and stuck out her chest slightly. It was the first time Taylor had said something supportive. 
 
    They walked into a village and were lead to one of the larger structures, which was only two stories tall. 
 
    "Deindustrialization," said Victor. "What happened to all the tall buildings?" 
 
    "Perhaps the back-to-the-Earth movement took hold," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "A scary thought," said Doctor McCrae. 
 
    They met coordinate Engin. Engin was a nice man, as Juci had said. He gave them a pleasant smile and welcomed them. 
 
    Taylor tried to explain where they were from, and when, but could see he was having no more luck than he had with Juci and Tedi. Finally he said, "Do you have any scientists here?" 
 
    "Scientists?" said Engin. 
 
    "Maybe they mean Bernard! Bernard really likes science," said Juci. 
 
    "Yes, let us send for Bernard." 
 
    As they waited, they talked among themselves in low voices. 
 
    "Could human society have regressed to a lower intellectual level in eight million years?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Perhaps," said Elizabeth. "But it would usually be in response to a massive war, or environmental disaster. I see no evidence of-" 
 
    "Ah, here is Bernard!" 
 
    Bernard was a smiling brown haired man. 
 
    Taylor introduced himself. "I'm Captain of a spaceship, the Devonshire, in low orbit. Do you know what a spaceship is?" 
 
    "Of course, Captain Taylor," said Bernard. 
 
    Taylor repressed a sigh of relief. "Do you also know about the Black Box in orbit around the Earth?" 
 
    "Black Box?" said Bernard. "Do you... do you mean the dark phenomena in orbit-" 
 
    "Yes, yes!" Taylor said joyously. Finally, to find someone with a mind! "We came from there. It's a time tunnel. This will be hard to believe... but... we're from eight million years in your past." 
 
    "Eight million years?" said Bernard. Then a light appeared in his eyes. "You are like the others." 
 
    "Others?" said Taylor. 
 
    "They called themselves... Aura," said Bernard. 
 
    "Aurora?" Taylor asked, barely containing his excitement. The Aurora was the science ship, the first sent out. 
 
    "Yes, that was it, Aurora," said Bernard. "They came to visit us, some years ago." 
 
    "How many years ago?" Taylor asked. 
 
    Bernard shrugged. "I do not recall." 
 
    "What happened to the people from the Aurora?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "They went up," said Bernard. 
 
    "Up?" 
 
    "They went up," said Bernard. 
 
    Taylor bit his lips. Bernard might well be the smartest guy in town, but there were obviously limits to even his understanding. It sounded like the Aurora had come to this version of Earth, looked around, and then taken off, probably reentering the Black Box. 
 
    Which would imply that the people of this era were not responsible for the Black Box. Taylor could well believe that, given the limited level of intellectual development of this era.  
 
    Taylor huddled with Elizabeth, Doctor McCrae, and Victor to see what they thought. 
 
    "I agree, Captain," said Elizabeth. "This society doesn't have the technology to be in control of the Black Box. Somehow, humanity has regressed." 
 
    "So let's get back to the ship and go back into the time tunnel again," said McCrae. 
 
    "Wait a minute," said Elizabeth. "Just because this society isn't what we're looking for, doesn't mean that this can't be a tremendous learning experience. This is our one and only chance to look eight million years in the future. Think of all we could learn!" She saw the reluctance in Taylor's face. He was focused on the mission. 
 
    "Please, Captain," Elizabeth said, and Taylor was very conscious that he was now Captain and not Lieutenant Commander. "Just a few days?" She looked longingly into his eyes. 
 
    Taylor frowned. He was charged with one mission, and one mission only. But he said, "All right. I'll give you two days." 
 
    "Only two days?" Elizabeth looked pained. 
 
    "We could gather information a lot more quickly if we could bring more people down," said Victor. 
 
    Taylor considered that. The people here seemed friendly enough. "All right. I'll authorize multiple landing parties. But I want everyone to be armed, and I want people to travel in at least groups of twos or threes. No one is to be alone here." 
 
    "Thank you, Michael," said Victor. 
 
    "Yes, thank you... Captain," said Elizabeth, and Taylor thought he detected just a hint of emotion in her voice. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Later that day, Taylor took a tour of the colony, in the company of Jennifer Hale, who he had invited down to walk with him. He left Bill Carey in command of the Devonshire, much to his second officer's displeasure. 
 
    Elizabeth, who was a qualified exobiologist, had performed a physiological analysis of one of the locals using a hand scanner. "They seem human like we are," she said. 
 
    "Do you concur, Doctor?" Taylor asked Doctor McCrae. 
 
    "No, I do not," said McCrae. "Our hand scanners are very useful for telling the difference between a rock and a banana.  But less so, when it comes to subtle differences in the human body." 
 
    "What are you suggesting?" 
 
    "We take one of these lovelies up to the ship and I do some thorough scans." 
 
    "Do you think you could get someone to agree to it?" 
 
    "I already have," said McCrae, pointing to a tittering young woman. "Her name is Gouda." 
 
    "Are we going to the sky now, Bill?" Gouda asked. "Are you going to show me your thing?" 
 
    Jennifer's eyebrows went up. 
 
    "I promised her a tour of the ship," said McCrae. He saw the expression on Jennifer's face. "That's what she meant." 
 
    "Of course," said Jennifer, a bit mockingly. 
 
    "Fine, doctor," said Taylor. "Just make sure you have someone from security escort her up to the ship with you." 
 
    "Security?" McCrae snorted. "For her?" 
 
    "Just in case," said Taylor. 
 
    That had been over an hour ago. Taylor was still waiting to hear his findings. 
 
    In the meantime, Juci was giving him and Jennifer a tour of the town. "We never talked about Michael," said Taylor, in a low voice. "Did he have a hard time letting you go on this mission?" 
 
    "I won't lie," said Jennifer. "Michael, my Michael, wasn't happy about it. But he agreed to let me take the assignment." 
 
    "I'm just a little surprised, you being a married woman and all, that you would agree to go," said Taylor. He looked at her, but was thinking of her unspoken words, after they had been rescued from the cave near where they had crash landed last year. Things had gotten... confused between the two of them, and a line had been crossed. After they had been rescued, Taylor had invited Jennifer to dinner in his quarters, and he raised the subject of... them.  
 
    If it weren't for Michael, my Michael, we could be together, she had told him. And that was the end of that. 
 
    So Taylor had thought. 
 
    But now Jennifer had left her husband to go on a mission that was very likely to be one-way. How much in love with him could she be to leave him like that? 
 
    "Michael... Michael understood," said Jennifer quietly. There was something, something more, something she was hiding. Taylor could sense it. 
 
    But now was not the time to discuss it. Juci was showing them around the local recreation center. There were people sitting in front of holographic displays, displays of sports, or entertainment, holoplays or holofilms. That at least hadn't changed in eight million years.  
 
    "This is happy time," said Juci. 
 
    "I see," said Taylor. 
 
    "Everyone is happy," said Juci. 
 
    "They look it," said Jennifer, giving Taylor a frowning look. 
 
    But while some people were watching entertainment, many weren't. Most were sitting in front of holographic lists of messages and numbers. 
 
    "What are they doing?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Counting their status chits," said Juci. 
 
    "Status chits?" 
 
    "People give each other status chits," said Juci. 
 
    "What do they do?" 
 
    "They make us happy," said Juci. 
 
    "What?" said Taylor, trying to understand. 
 
    "They make us happy," Juci repeated. 
 
    They walked behind two women chatting avidly as they studied their holographic messages. 
 
    "I just got a status chit from Jeri!" said one. 
 
    "I just got a red cherry from Bobi!" said another. 
 
    "This is my tenth status chit today!" said the first one. 
 
    "This is my second red cherry," said the second woman. "Red cherries are special, because they don't come as often." 
 
    "I want a red cherry," said the first woman. 
 
    "I'll give you one of mine," said the second woman, and she waved her hand, and a red cherry  left her holographic ledger and went to the first woman's. 
 
    The first woman chortled with glee. 
 
    "And this is what they do... all day?" Jennifer asked. 
 
    "It is a lot of fun," said Juci. 
 
    Jennifer whispered in Taylor's ear. "A society where everyone is glued to their comms in search of  likes from their friends. How weird is that?" 
 
    "This society has regressed farther than I thought," said Taylor. He looked around, noticed something, and frowned. "Juci... do these people have jobs?" 
 
    "Jobs?" she said, looking confused. 
 
    "You know... work, to keep things going. Like making food." 
 
    "We don't need jobs for that," said Juci. "Here, let me show you." She walked over to an alcove. "Ka-pla!" she said. 
 
    There was a sparkle, and a tray of red cubes appeared in a dish. 
 
    "What is that?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Food," said Juci. She picked up a red cube, and popped it in her mouth. "Ummm, good." 
 
    "Ummm, good," said Jennifer, mocking her to her face. 
 
    "Yes," said Juci, smiling. "Would you like one?" 
 
    "No," said Taylor quickly. "So... machines produce your food. But who produces your machines?" 
 
    Juci looked confused. 
 
    "When things break down. When things stop working. Who fixes them?" 
 
    Juci brightened. "Oh, you mean the big heads." 
 
    "The big heads?" 
 
    "We don't see much of them. They don't like to show themselves." 
 
    "Where are the big heads, Juci?" 
 
    "Up there," said Juci. 
 
    "Up there," she said again. 
 
    Up there. The same words Bernard had used to describe what had happened to the Aurora crew. Could the Aurora have met with these "Big heads"? 
 
    "Big heads sounds like the technical class," said Jennifer. "Perhaps we should speak to them." 
 
    "Definitely," said Taylor. He turned around, and something caught his eye. Someone. 
 
    "Doctor Shaw?" Taylor said, with a tone of disbelief. 
 
    Elizabeth turned. "Oh, Captain Taylor." 
 
    "Are you alone, Doctor?" Taylor asked.  
 
    "Well, I just-" 
 
    "I gave strict orders that no one was to wander around alone," said Taylor. "Do you feel that you're exempt from my rules, Doctor?" 
 
    "No, of course not, Captain," she said, reddening slightly. "But I just... I just...." 
 
    "What is it?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "I can't find any children." 
 
    It was true. Since Taylor had come to the village, he hadn't seen a single child. He turned to Jennifer. "Have you seen any children, since we landed?" 
 
    "No," said Jennifer. 
 
    Taylor turned to Juci. "Juci, where are the children?" He saw the confused look on her face. "Babies. Young ones." 
 
    "Young ones!" she said, brightening. "You would like a young one?" 
 
    "I'd like to see one, yes," said Taylor. 
 
    "Coming right up!" said Juci. She went over to a taller alcove, almost like a walkin closet. "Please give me Toni." She turned and giggled. "Toni is my favorite." 
 
    The alcove sparkled, and a girl, apparently ten years old, suddenly appeared.  
 
    "Mommy!" the girl cried, reaching out to hug Juci. 
 
    "Oh, baby girl!" said Juci. "How I missed you!" 
 
    "Elizabeth, what are we seeing?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "I just saw a child appear from an alcove," said Elizabeth.  
 
    "They keep their children... in storage?" Jennifer asked, with heavy disbelief in her voice. 
 
    Elizabeth raised her scanner. "She... she reads as human." 
 
    "Juci, where was Toni a few minutes ago?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "In there," said Juci, pointing to the alcove. 
 
    "No, that was empty. Before you called for her, where was she?" 
 
    Juci shrugged. "Away." 
 
    "Does she spend a lot of time away?" 
 
    Juci nodded. "She comes only when I want her to." She hugged Toni, who giggled in her arms. 
 
    "And when you don't want her?" 
 
    "She goes away," said Juci. 
 
    "This would make so many parents I know so very happy," said Jennifer. 
 
    "Quiet! I'm trying to understand this," said Taylor. "Juci, are there any babies?" 
 
    "Babies?" she frowned. 
 
    "Younger ones than Toni." 
 
    "Oh, I can make them any age you like. Would you like to see a really young one?" 
 
    Taylor nodded. 
 
    "All right. Toni, go away now!" 
 
    "Yes Mommy." 
 
    They watched, opened mouth, as the child entered the alcove. There was a flash, and she disappeared. 
 
    "Did you just kill your child?" Jennifer asked. 
 
    "No, silly, she just went away! Do you want me to call her back?" Juci asked. 
 
    "No, Juci," said Taylor. "Show us a baby, a... really young one." 
 
    "All right," said Juci. She smiled and spoke to the alcove. "Make me... a really, really young one. With green eyes! I so love green eyes! Just like yours," she said flirtatiously to Taylor. 
 
    There was a flash, and a baby appeared on the floor, wrapped in a blanket. Juci picked him up. "Oh, he's so cute." 
 
    "Juci... is that your child?" Taylor asked. He watched Elizabeth rapidly scan the baby. She nodded, and mouthed "human". 
 
    "My child?" The question seemed to confuse her. "Of course. I called for him, therefore he is mine. I have never called for such a young one before. Shall we name him together?" 
 
    "You have never seen this baby before?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "No," said Juci. "I usually like them older." 
 
    "And this baby... is your child?" 
 
    "I called for it," said Juci. 
 
    "Instant babies," said Jennifer. "They've put women out of business." 
 
    "Jennifer, they will never put women out of business," said Taylor. 
 
    Elizabeth bit her lip as she watched Jennifer titter and smile slyly at Taylor. 
 
    "They make babies. They actually make babies," Taylor marveled. "But... how does it work? If they are sent away, do they grow up... in some other place? I have so many questions-" suddenly his wristcom beeped. "Yes, Taylor here." 
 
    "Captain?" 
 
    Taylor recognized the voice. "Doctor McCrae? Is something wrong?" 
 
    "We've had an incident," said McCrae. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    McCrae had taken Gouda up to the Devonshire in a shuttle, accompanied by a security guard, as per Taylor's orders. Personally he thought the precautions were excessive; Gouda didn't look like she could hurt a fly. She was a blonde, giggly girl, perhaps 20 years of age. Her age was one of the things McCrae intended to verify. He had heaped scorn on Elizabeth's impromptu "scanner examination". That was the difference between biologists and doctors. He practiced medicine.  
 
    The girl was tittering as McCrae put her on an examination bed and inserted her body into the med scanner. A full analysis commenced. 
 
    McCrae was analyzing the results even as the bed slid back and she came out of it. 
 
    Gouda really was 20 years old, or thereabouts. McCrae was disappointed, somehow; he was expecting these people to be thousands of years old.  
 
    There were differences in her brain. Her brain was like a human from the 23rd century, but had somehow... atrophied. There were fewer neurons, fewer interbrain connections. It was like looking at the brain of a child. And there was something else... a line of nerves extending from her brain, down to her fingertips. And what was implanted in her fingers? 
 
    Gouda giggled as McCrae picked up her hand and started to look at her fingertips. They looked normal, but the scans said there was something there. 
 
    "You like my hands?" she asked. 
 
    "Yes," said McCrae. 
 
    "I can do many things with my hands," said Gouda. "Things you would like," she added. 
 
    "I'm sure," said McCrae, giving a quick glance at the security guard standing by the door, his face impassive. He went back to examining her fingers. Just what was it the scanners had picked up? 
 
    "Do you like Shulpapa?" she asked. 
 
    "Sure," said McCrae. "Everyone likes Shulpapa, right?" He went back to examining the readout from her scan. He barely paid attention as Gouda got up and wrapped her hands around his body. 
 
    Suddenly, he began to get aroused. Very aroused. "Stop that," he said, trying to shrug her off. 
 
    But Gouda simply giggled and latched onto him stronger. McCrae's mind was suddenly filled with the images of a nurse named Kathy he had met at a recent medical conference, a woman in her 40's who found time to spare between lectures just as he did..... they had gone back to his hotel room, and he had made love to her. He had pounded between her legs... it had felt so good... it had been so long.... 
 
    As McCrae slipped in and out of the vision of lust, he became aware of Gouda's fingers, on his face. Her fingers had developed suction cups. She was taking from him, draining him. 
 
    McCrae, pounding between Kathy's legs.... 
 
    Gouda, sucking the lust from his mind, feeding on it. 
 
    McCrae, his organ getting tighter and tighter... 
 
    The pounding in his head, getting tighter and tighter. 
 
    McCrae exploded inside of Kathy, and he cried out.... 
 
    The security guard heard his cry, and realized something was wrong. He ran forward, and pulled at Gouda, but she flung him away, and turned back to McCrae 
 
    For a moment, though, McCrae was free. He grabbed the first thing on his medical tray and injected her, even as she raised her hands to make contact with him again. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "It's built into their fingertips. They use it to elicit strong emotions from others, and then absorb them," said McCrae. "It's a very painful process." 
 
    "What kind of emotion did she absorb from you?" Jennifer asked. 
 
    "We can talk about that later," said McCrae, looking down at the unconscious Gouda. "The important thing, Captain, is that anyone on the surface may be in danger." 
 
    "I'm on it," said Taylor crisply. He readjusted his frequency to broadband. "Attention all landing parties. This is Captain Taylor. Report back to the landing area immediately. Do not delay for any reason. Lieutenant Babangida?" 
 
    "Yes sir," said a deep voice. 
 
    "Contact all landing parties and make sure they are on their way." 
 
    "Yes sir," came the response. 
 
    Taylor, his face full of tension, tried to compose himself as he faced Juci. "This thing of absorbing emotion through the fingers; do you know about it?" 
 
    "Of course. We all do it," said Juci. "It is all part of receiving pleasure," she giggled, as she tried to touch Taylor.  
 
    Taylor slapped her hand away. "This receiving pleasure, can it ever hurt people?" 
 
    "Well, no," said Juci. "Except those few who like boing boing. And some who really like shulpapa. You need to stay away from those." 
 
    Taylor activated his wristcom. "Lieutenant Babangida? Have all landing parties reported in?" 
 
    "All except two groups. Ensign Raleigh was escorting two scientists in the northwest corner. I can't raise him. Scientists Asimov and Clark were in viewing some outdoor sculpture in the southeast section, and I can't raise them either." 
 
    Taylor knew the sculpture yard Babangida was talking about. It wasn't far away. He made an instant decision. "Take some men and begin a search in both locations. Use extreme caution. I'll meet the team searching for Asimov and Clark. Taylor out." 
 
    Taylor turned to Jennifer Hale. "Get Doctor Shaw back to the ship." 
 
    "Captain, you're not going to go out there alone! That will violate your own rules," said Jennifer. 
 
    "Lieutenant, I need to find our missing men, and I need to make sure that Doctor Shaw gets back to the shuttle safely. This is the only way I know how to do both. Go, Jennifer!" 
 
    "Yes sir," she said. 
 
    As they turned and left, Taylor thought he saw a look of concern in Elizabeth's eyes. 
 
    Taylor started off for the sculpture area at a run. He saw people all around him, but he was on his guard now, and didn't let any get near him. 
 
    As he got closer to the sculpture yard he heard voices yelling. 
 
    "Boing boing! Boing boing! Do you like the pain? Does the pain make you feel good? Boing boing! Boing boing! Boing boing!" 
 
    Taylor burst into the sculpture yard, and saw a terrible sight. 
 
    The two scientists were on the ground. They were surrounded by people who were kicking them, beating them, punching them, and slamming blocks of wood into them. At the same time there were people with their hands on the heads of the fallen scientists, yelling "Boing boing! Boing boing!" at the top of their lungs. 
 
    The ground around them was red with blood. 
 
    Taylor drew his compression pistol, set it to maximum, and blew apart a statue just feet away. 
 
    That got their attention. Some of them turned and faced him. 
 
    "Do you like pain?" one of them shouted. 
 
    "Boing boing! Boing boing! Boing boing!" the crowd cried. 
 
    And then they rushed him.  
 
    Survey Service training kicked in. Taylor instinctively held his arm up to his face and rapidly fired off shots. He hadn't had time to reset his pistol; each shot ripped through the body of an attacker.  
 
    Five were blown to pieces before they could reach him. But they were too many. They started grabbing him and punching him. Someone grabbed his pistol away. He started to go down under the blows of madmen. 
 
    And then there was a shout, and someone in front of him exploded. And then another person exploded, and another after him. 
 
    The mob turned tail and ran, leaving a pile of bodies behind them. 
 
    Ensign Bill Collins and two crewmen stood there, with smoking compression guns.  
 
    "Captain, are you all right?" said Collins. 
 
    "Yes, I'm all right," said Taylor, feeling blood on his forehead. Blood was spilling on his face, but it wasn't a deep wound. "See to the scientists." 
 
    There was nothing to see too. Asimov and Clarke had both been beaten to a pulp. The crowd had beaten them to death and fed on their pain. 
 
    "What kind of crazy society is this?" Collins asked, gasping as he saw the dead bodies.   
 
    "It's the kind that we don't want to spend any more time with." Taylor made another instant decision. They would be very vulnerable carrying the bodies to the ship. They would leave them here, and come back later, in force, to retrieve the bodies. "Let's get back to the landing area." 
 
    There were a lot of scared scientists and crewman lining up to get into the waiting shuttles. The Devonshire had two shuttles and both of them were rapidly being filled to capacity. It would take more than one trip bring everyone back, but they should be all right as long as they set up a defensive perimeter around the landing site. 
 
    One of the shuttles had just landed and Doctor McCrae emerged with Gouda in tow even as people rushed aboard it. 
 
    "Michael! Are you all right?" said McCrae. Without waiting for an answer, he started to inspect Taylor's head wound. 
 
    "I'm fine. I... where is Lieutenant Babangida? And where is Jennifer and Doctor Shaw?" 
 
    At that moment Elizabeth came running up to them, in the company of another scientist named Wade Tanner. Elizabeth's clothes were torn, and her hair, which was normally in a bun, was coming apart.  
 
    "Elizabeth! Doctor Shaw! What happened? Where's Jennifer?" Taylor asked. 
 
    Elizabeth struggled to get her breath. Finally she spoke. "We were attacked. By a mob. Jennifer and Ensign... Ensign Tanaka, who was escorting Wade... drove them off, so we could escape...." 
 
    "What direction?" 
 
    Elizabeth pointed, her chest heaving. 
 
    "Fulton, Myers, with me," said Taylor. 
 
    "Michael! You're not going to take on a mob, are you?" McCrae yelled after him. 
 
    Taylor didn't answer. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    As Jennifer and Elizabeth rushed back to the shuttle, the crowd around them grew increasingly menacing. They had linked up with Suki Tanaka and Wade Tanner, but only Jennifer and Suki were armed. 
 
    "I like your softies," said one man. 
 
    "Thanks," said Jennifer, fast walking back to the ship. She couldn't help but notice the growing crowd that was fast walking with her.  
 
    "I like your softies too," said a second man, looking at the curves of Jennifer's uniform. 
 
    "That's great," said Jennifer, not liking the look of things. 
 
    Suddenly, their way was blocked by two big men. 
 
    "I'm Dani," said one. 
 
    "And I'm Fulgi," said the other. 
 
    "Do you like Shulpapa?" Dani asked. 
 
    Jennifer looked at the crowd as it closed in. She realized they were about to be taken. She raised her compression pistol and made eye contact with Suki, who did the same. "Elizabeth!" said Jennifer. "When I say run, you and Wade run." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    There was no time to say any more. Jennifer and Suki opened fire, and started gunning the crowd down. They would have made their Survey Service marksmanship trainer proud. They stood shoulder to shoulder, emotionlessly gunning down everything in a 45 degree angle, clearing a path. 
 
    "Run!" Jennifer cried. 
 
    Elizabeth only blinked twice before she grabbed Wade by the hand and ran through the crowd. The crowd converged on Jennifer and Suki, and Elizabeth heard the sounds of more compression pistol shots, until suddenly the guns went silent. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Jennifer and Suki were having intense mental experiences. Jennifer was reliving an experience she had had with her husband Michael, the day he proposed to her. He had gotten on bended knee and asked her to marry him. At the time, it had been the happiest moment of her life. Jennifer had said yes, and then they cried and hugged each other, and then Michael had made sweet love to her. It was such a sweet taking... so sweet to be taken, by the one she loved.... 
 
    Meanwhile, Suki was back on the Bonadventure. Mark Waters was having relations with her in the small cargo bay, in the third module.  
 
    "No, Albert," she had said. "Sean might come by." 
 
    "Let him come," Waters chuckled.  
 
    "No..." she moaned, but it was just a moan. His lips were on hers. He had taken her so many times, that her resistance was just a ritual. She smiled as he kissed her again while continuing the lovemaking. 
 
    "Captain's girl... Captain's girl... Captain's girl... so helpless... so needy...." 
 
    "Yes... yes... yessssss....." Suki hissed. She felt the pain, and the pleasure. 
 
    The pain, and the pleasure. 
 
    His eyes... his body... his hands... his fingers.... 
 
    There was the sound of an explosion, and then another and another. 
 
    Suki gasped, as if blinders had been taken off her eyes. She saw a man, with suction cups on his fingers, bent over her face, pressing against it with his fingers, suddenly flung away, by a strong source.  
 
    One by one they were all flung away, until she saw a new face, familiar face. 
 
    "Suki? Suki? Are you all right? Myers, see to her!" 
 
    Taylor went over to Jennifer. Like Suki she was lying on the ground, in a daze. He could still see the faint imprints of suction cups on her face. "Jennifer? Jennifer, answer me." 
 
    "Michael," she said, as if in a dream. From the way she said it, Taylor wasn't sure exactly who she was addressing. 
 
    "Come on, we have to get you back to the shuttle." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The shuttles were gone by the time they were returned, ferrying up scientists and crewmen to the ship. The remaining eight, all Survey Service crewmembers, stood in a semi circle, with weapons drawn. A crowd stood respectfully in the distance. 
 
    "Was there any trouble?" Taylor asked Lieutenant Babangida, who seemed to be in charge. 
 
    "No sir, not from this lot." 
 
    "Is everyone accounted for?" 
 
    "No," said Babangida. "I found the bodies of two of our men, Niles and Draper." 
 
    "Bodies? Were they beaten to death, like Asimov and Clark?" 
 
    "No sir," said Babangida. "They didn't have a mark on them. Doctor McCrae took them back to the Devonshire." 
 
    That meant there were four men dead, two scientists and two crewman. "Anyone else?" 
 
    "Ensign Raleigh is missing. He was with Niles and Draper. We weren't able to find any sign of him." 
 
    Taylor looked up and saw a shuttle maneuvering to land. He would have liked nothing better than to tear this city apart looking for Raleigh. But he saw how quickly they could be overcome by sheer numbers. As the shuttle touched down, Babangida said, "Do we go after him?" 
 
    "We will," said Taylor. "But not now." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    After they returned to the ship, Taylor went to the sickbay to see to the injured men.  
 
    When McCrae saw the Captain, he insisted on bandaging his cuts. In addition to his forehead, Taylor had a cut on his upper arm that he hadn't noticed, but had bled onto his uniform sleeve. McCrae cleaned and bandaged both of his wounds. 
 
    "You examined the native girl, Doctor. What are they?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Humans, more or less," said McCrae. "With a few changes. Their minds have become simple. And their purpose in life is to seek pleasure. Those suction cups on the fingers only come out when they're draining experiences or feelings from others." 
 
    Taylor nodded. He went over to Jennifer and Suki, who were being examined by a nurse. "Jennifer, are you all right?" 
 
    "Yes sir," said Jennifer. "Just a little shook up." 
 
    Taylor looked at Suki. "Suki?" 
 
    "I'm... I'll be fine, sir," she said. She still had the faint imprints of suction cups on her face. 
 
    "What... what did they take from you?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Sen... sensual experiences," Jennifer stuttered. 
 
    Taylor looked at Suki, who nodded, blushing.  
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Four dead. Two scientists and two crewman. And possibly a third crewman, if Ensign Raleigh wasn't recovered. And it was all his fault. 
 
    "Don't blame yourself, Michael," said Victor. He smiled and patted Taylor on the back as he sat down next to him in the cafeteria. "It isn't difficult to guess what you're thinking about." 
 
    "It was my decision to allow landing parties." 
 
    "You took all necessary precautions," said Victor. "You insisted the parties be armed. You insisted no one be alone." 
 
    "It wasn't enough," said Taylor, thinking of the bloody bodies of crewmen Asimov and Clark, literally beaten to a pulp. And they were still down there. 
 
    "This is what the Survey Service is all about," said Victor. "Taking risks. We all knew that when we signed up, Michael. Every time we step in or out of an airlock we're taking chances with our lives. It's all part of the game. Asimov and Clark knew that. So did Niles and Draper." 
 
    "He's right," said a new voice. 
 
    Taylor turned to see Doctor Shaw standing there. She was freshly bathed and in a clean uniform. "May I join you?" 
 
    "Please," said Taylor. 
 
    She sat down. Her hair was once again in a bun. "I feel the blame is mine, Captain," she said. "I was the one who persuaded you to allow landing parties." 
 
    "You can't blame yourself," said Taylor. "The decision ultimately was mine." 
 
    Elizabeth took a deep breath. "Captain… I'd like to apologize." 
 
    "For what?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "I… had the wrong impression about you. I thought you were reckless, irresponsible, and careless. But when I saw you charge off, all on your own, to save members of my science team against a mob of angry people... it was so foolhardy. But brave. And I'm sorry. I had you all figured out, Captain, and I was so, so wrong about you. And I'm sorry," she added, giving a sad smile. 
 
    Taylor didn't know what to say. He nodded. "Thank you, Doctor." 
 
    "Now, can we make an agreement that if you won't blame yourself for this, then I won't blame myself either?" Elizabeth asked. 
 
    Taylor slowly considered, and nodded. "All right, Doctor Shaw." 
 
    "Elizabeth," said Elizabeth. "My friends call me Elizabeth." 
 
    "All right, Elizabeth," he said, staring into her green eyes.  
 
    "I knew the two of you would become fast friends," said Victor. "I saw it in your eyes." 
 
    Both Taylor and Elizabeth blushed and momentarily looked away. 
 
    Victor sensed the awkwardness and changed the subject. "It's a fascinating puzzle we have down there, isn't it?" said Victor. "Eight million years. And almost no evolution." 
 
    "You call that no evolution?" Taylor asked. 
 
    Victor waved a dismissive hand. "Our own knowledge of evolution is limited, given how short a time humanity has existed. Only for about 200,000 years, if the scientists are right. In eight million years, we evolved from the apes, it is said. But in eight million more years... we apparently turn into these beings. But the difference between these beings and ourselves is much smaller than the difference between apes and humanity." 
 
    "What are you saying?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "I'm not sure," said Victor. "Only it seems that evolution has been... slowed down, guided somehow." 
 
    "By technology?" 
 
    "That is what one would expect, if humanity was slowly continuing to evolve. But what we saw on the planet was not just evolution, but de-evolution. Call them homo inferior, if you like," said Victor.  
 
    "It makes no sense," said Elizabeth, fingering her bun. "There has been no war or ecological disaster which could have caused it. It's as if man's brain has simply... atrophied."  
 
    "And yet, someone must maintain the machines which support their lifestyle," said Victor. 
 
    "Juci said that when the machines broke down, the big brains fixed them," said Taylor. "With all that was happening, I never got a chance to pursue that further." 
 
    "A more advanced, educated people?" said Elizabeth. "If so, where were they? We saw no sign of them." 
 
    "I don't know," said Taylor. "And frankly, right now I'm not very interested. We have a crewman missing. Until we recover Ensign Raleigh, everything else is on hold," said Taylor. "The Survey Service doesn't leave its own behind." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "I'm glad you and Michael have reconciled," Victor said, as he walked Elizabeth back to the crew quarters. 
 
    "I'm not quite on the level of calling him Michael yet," said Elizabeth self consciously, touching her bun. 
 
    "He's a good man, You will be soon, I'm sure," said Victor, smiling knowingly as he parted ways with Elizabeth, going  down a side corridor to his quarters. 
 
    Elizabeth turned to go to her own quarters when Vincent Roman literally bumped into her. 
 
    "Oh, sorry," he cried, rapidly backing up after feeling the warmth of her body briefly pressed against his chest. As he recovered, Vincent looked up at Elizabeth. " Elizabeth , I hear you were attacked on the planet, are you all right?"  
 
    Look at her face, her face, look at her face, her face, only her face- 
 
    "Yes," said Elizabeth, feeling a little flustered as well. "The, the Survey Service made sure I got out." 
 
    Vincent looked at her face intently. "Are you sure you're all right, Elizabeth?" 
 
    "Yes, yes, I'm fine," she said, fingering her bun.  
 
    Somehow the gesture seemed to excite Vincent. His gaze involuntarily dropped to Elizabeth's chest. She caught his gaze, and Vincent reddened.  
 
    "I'm so glad you're fine!" he cried, as he turned and rapidly walked in another direction. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor went to sickbay to find out what had happened to the two dead crewmen they had retrieved. 
 
    "I don't know what to tell you, Captain," said Doctor McCrae. He had performed autopsies on Niles and Draper. "They didn't have a mark on them. Their hearts simply stopped." 
 
    "Poison?" Taylor asked. Jennifer Hale, in a clean uniform, stood at his side. 
 
    "No sign of it in their system." 
 
    "Then what?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "I detected signs of... intense trauma in the brain," said McCrae. "In a certain specific section of their brains." 
 
    "What section would that be?" 
 
    McCrae hesitated. "The part that regulates... the reaction to fear." 
 
    Taylor looked at McCrae with horror. "Are you saying these men were... frightened to death?" 
 
    McCrae nodded. "It's a distinct possibility." 
 
    "Oh my God," said Jennifer. "I thought what I went through was bad." She instinctively reached out and grabbed Taylor by the shoulder. Taylor laid a comforting hand on her own. "Are you sure you're up for duty?" 
 
    "Yes," said Jennifer. "I am." 
 
    "Good," said Taylor. "Because I want you to take command while I find Ensign Raleigh." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They returned in force. Two shuttles packed with ten armed crewmembers each. When the shuttles landed, one group of ten, armed with concussion rifles, formed a circle around the perimeter. Their commander was Lieutenant Babangida. Babangida  was a former member of the Nigerian territorial army who had joined the Survey Service four years ago. He had a solid performance record. The first team was in good hands. 
 
    The other group of ten, lead by Taylor himself, marched to where the scientists Asimov and Clark had been killed. They gathered up what remains they could in body bags, and marched back to the shuttle, always staying together, in one group of ten. They linked up with Lieutenant Babangida's group guarding the shuttle and turned over custody of the bodies. Then Taylor again led his group of ten, this time back into the center of town. They marched slowly and methodically, their hands tight on their compression rifles. Curious eyes followed them. No one seemed in the least bit upset that Taylor and his men had slaughtered more than a dozen of their fellow countrymen. 
 
    Taylor made his way to the administrative building where he had met Engin. Engin was there again, along with Bernard, waiting for him, it seems. 
 
    "Captain, you have returned," said Engin. 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. "I'm looking for one of my missing men. His name is Ensign Raleigh." 
 
    "Ensign Raleigh, Ensign Raleigh... what a nice name," Engin smiled. 
 
    "Do you know where he is?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "No, well, I don't think so," said Engin. "Do you, Bernard?" 
 
    "No," said Bernard. 
 
    "You realize we're going to search this town, house by house if necessary, until we find Ensign Raleigh," said Taylor grimly. There was something in his voice, a grim tone, which made Engin and Bernard suddenly sober up. 
 
    "That's not necessary, Captain," said Bernard. 
 
    "Then tell me where he is," said Taylor. "Is he dead? Alive?" 
 
    "I don't know," said Bernard. "But the big heads would know." 
 
    "The big heads?" Taylor had heard reference to them before. "What big heads?" 
 
    "Those big heads," said Bernard, looking up. 
 
    Taylor looked up. All he saw were clouds. Was Bernard making some kind of religious gesture? Or was he mocking Taylor? There was so much about these people that he didn't begin to  understand. 
 
    "I don't see anything," said Taylor. 
 
    "Look again, Captain," said Bernard. 
 
    Taylor looked up, and his jaw dropped. 
 
    Suddenly, above them, was a city in the clouds. 
 
    It was big and gleaming and futuristic and... it hadn't been there mere seconds ago. Taylor activated his wristcom. "Devonshire, this is Taylor. Are you getting this?" 
 
    "Captain, this is Lieutenant Hale." Taylor found himself relieved to hear her voice. "Sensors are picking up a veritable city, floating two miles above your location." 
 
    "How did  we fail to detect this city before?" 
 
    "Unknown, sir." 
 
    Engin pulled at his sleeve. "The big brains are only seen when they want you to see them." 
 
    "Captain Taylor!" a deep voice rumbled. 
 
    Taylor looked around. The voice seemed to be coming from everywhere, and nowhere. 
 
    "Yes? I am Taylor." 
 
    "My name is Arnack. I am speaking to you from the floating city of Chanda. We are a race of beings called the Ascended. We  have been monitoring your situation ever since you arrived. You seek a missing crewmember, do you not?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. "Do you know where he is?" 
 
    "Not at present. But we can help you find him. It would be of benefit if we could confer together." 
 
    "I would like that," said Taylor. 
 
    "Our city has landing facilities big enough for your ship, your Devonshire. Come and dock with our city's landing port, and we would happy to have you for a visit." 
 
    Taylor paused, carefully counting to ten. His first instinct was to accept. But then he remembered his instinct to trust the people on the planet, and where that had led him. He took a deep breath. "I appreciate your generous offer, Arnack. Right now I am on a mission of mercy. Let me return to my ship with the bodies of two crewmember we recovered, and talk to my officers. Then I will respond to your offer." 
 
    "Very well," said Arnack. "We also are aware of your greater mission, and can perhaps can help you with that as well." 
 
    Taylor grew excited. Now he would have to visit these people, these Ascended. 
 
    But first things first. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    An hour later Taylor was sitting in the Devonshire's briefing room, around a table with Elizabeth, Victor, Jennifer, Doctor McCrae, and Bill Carey, his second officer.  
 
    A holoimage of the floating city appeared on the center of the table. 
 
    "There's that missing link we've been looking for," said Victor, indicating the floating city.  
 
    "Just because they have advanced technology doesn't mean they themselves are advanced," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "You didn't hear the conversation I had," said Taylor. "They are advanced, of that I have no doubt. The question is, can they be trusted?" 
 
    "Trusted?" 
 
    "We thought the population on the planet surface was safe. Then it turns out that some of them turned into emotion draining vampires," said Taylor. "Who is to say that these Ascended are really friendly? For all we know, they goaded the local population to attack us." 
 
    "To what end?" Victor asked. 
 
    "To manipulate us into bringing the ship to their city," said Bill Carey. "Maybe they want to grab the Devonshire." 
 
    "Exactly my thought," said Taylor. He met Carey's eyes, and gave him a slight nod. 
 
    "Why would an advanced race want a spaceship with technology that would be eight million years old?" Victor asked. 
 
    "To put it into a museum. Who knows?" said Taylor.  
 
    Victor smiled. "Michael. I can understand how the situation on the planet is making you feel cautious. But we have to interact with these people, if only to find out what they know about the Black Box." 
 
    "I agree," said Taylor. "Which is why I'm going to meet them. Alone." 
 
    "Alone?" said Jennifer Hale disbelievingly. 
 
    "I'll take a shuttle," said Taylor. He turned to Jennifer. "If I don't return in three hours, head into the Black Box, and keep looking for the source of the disturbance." 
 
    "Sir, we won't leave you behind," said Jennifer. "The Survey Service doesn't leave its own behind!" 
 
    "She speaks for me too," said Lieutenant Carey. 
 
    "I quite agree, Captain," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "That's one, two, three votes against my plan," said Taylor. "Fortunately, this is not a democracy. I am in command here. I leave in thirty minutes." 
 
    He got up and left, leaving a room full of startled people. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor returned to his quarters to get ready. He checked the charge on his concussion pistol, nodded approvingly, and put it in his holster. He heard a buzz at his door. 
 
    "Come in, Jennifer," he said. 
 
    The door opened and Jennifer Hale entered. "You know me so well," she said. 
 
    "That I do," said Taylor, adjusting his collar as he looked at her. 
 
    "Just as I know you," she said. She looked up at him. "Take me with you, Captain." 
 
    Taylor laughed. "Was that a joke?" 
 
    "No joke," said Jennifer.  
 
    "A Captain bringing his first officer into a dangerous situation makes no sense," said Taylor. 
 
    "It makes perfect sense," she said, looking into his eyes. "There was a time when a Captain brought his first officer into a dangerous situation, and saved his life. Or don't you remember?" 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The time was almost over a year ago, shortly before Taylor had met Pam, when he was in command of the merchant ship Westerner and Jennifer was his first officer. There was a problem with the water reclamation system on the ship. A tank had been ruptured and they had lost two thirds of their water supply. They could make it back to Earth, with strict rationing, but Jennifer pointed to a moon of Sirius IV they were passing close by to that had fresh water. 
 
    "I could go down there with a shuttle and get us enough to take us off rations," she said. 
 
    "Why you?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Because... I'm the best pilot on this ship," she said. 
 
    "Second best, if even that," said Taylor. 
 
    "You flatter yourself, Captain," she said, giving him a sly smile. From anyone else, it would have been insubordination. But from Jennifer, it was a flirtation.  
 
    "Do I?" He loved her smile. "Let's find out. We'll both go down. I'll fly us down, and you take us back, and then we'll see who's the better pilot." 
 
    Roger Talent, the second officer, said, "Is that really wise to put both of you in the same shuttle, sir?" 
 
    Jennifer reddened and hastily turned away. 
 
    "I mean, if something happened to the shuttle-" 
 
    "The second moon of Sirius IV is uninhabited. There's nothing to worry about," said Taylor. "You're in command, Mr. Talent." 
 
    As it turned out, however, there was something to worry about. The second moon of Sirius IV generated irregular electromagnetic storms rapidly, and without warning. 
 
    The shuttle got caught in one of them, and crashed. They tried to call for help, but couldn't pierce the interference. 
 
    There was a cold wind blowing and they found shelter in a nearby cave. As they made their way there, Taylor felt his hand get pricked by a nearby flower. "Ow!" he cried. 
 
    "What is it?" Jennifer asked. 
 
    Taylor looked at the drop of blood on his finger. "It's nothing." 
 
    But it wasn't nothing. He had been infected with an alien virus. That night he developed a terrible fever.  
 
    There was nothing Jennifer could do for him. None of the medicines from the emergency kit seemed to bring down his temperature. Taylor felt like he was burning up. For two days and two nights he suffered. 
 
    "I'm not going to last much longer, Jennifer," he rasped. His body was dripping sweat. 
 
    "Don't say that," said Jennifer, mopping his forehead with a cloth. "Of course you will." 
 
    "No," said Taylor, shaking his head. "It's been two days and we haven't been rescued. It must be the elecromagnetic interference... breaking up sensor readings. It may be weeks before they find us. I... I don't have that long, Jennifer." 
 
    "Don't be silly, of course you do," said Jennifer, feeling anxiety building up inside. Taylor was in a terrible state. His eyes were red, his pulse was rapid, and he was burning up with a body temperature of 104 degrees. 
 
    "No," Taylor rasped. He lay sitting on the cave floor, his back propped against a wall. 
 
    Jennifer felt a panic grip her. "You're going to make it. You have to make it!" 
 
    "Why?" said Taylor, grinning hollowly. 
 
    "Because… because I love you," said Jennifer. 
 
    Taylor's mind was foggy, but not that foggy. "You… you do?" 
 
    "Yes," she said. She leaned down and pressed her lips against his. It was the best kiss he had ever felt, soft and warm and moist. 
 
    "Live," she  whispered, as she pulled back. 
 
    Taylor looked into her eyes. "I… I will try, Jennifer." 
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    And then, the next morning, they were rescued. 
 
    "The EM interference... how... how did they find us?" Taylor rasped, as two crewmembers lifted him into a portable stretcher. 
 
    "Silly Captain," said Jennifer, stroking his arm. "You forget. We're the Survey Service." 
 
    We're the Survey Service. 
 
    Three days later, Taylor was fully recovered. But an awkwardness remained between him and his first officer. He decided, with typical brashness, to resolve it directly. Taylor invited Jennifer over for dinner in his quarters. Normally, that would be an improper thing to do, but Jennifer accepted. She dressed in civilian clothes, but picked an outfit which downplayed rather than highlighted her figure. That should have been a sign, but Taylor chose not to see it. 
 
    As they ate dinner, Taylor said, "You know... you said something to me in the cave." 
 
    "I remember," said Jennifer, trying to remain calm.  
 
    "Did... did you mean it?" 
 
    Jennifer looked at Taylor for a long moment. Then she said, "Yes... yes, I did." 
 
    Taylor took her hand, and started to stroke it. "So... then maybe...." 
 
    "But, Michael, you're forgetting something," said Jennifer. "Michael. My Michael. My husband." 
 
    "I'm not forgetting anything," said Taylor resolutely. 
 
    "I love him," said Jennifer. "I love him dearly, Michael." 
 
    "Oh," said Taylor, looking incredibly disappointed. He pulled his hand back. 
 
    Jennifer desperately reached forward and grabbed his hand back, and started to stroke it again. "But I want you to know... I want you to know that if not for Michael, if I weren't married...." 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    Jennifer nodded. "I would. With you. In a minute," she said. 
 
    And somehow, that made it all better. Almost. "Can we still... be friends, after this?" Taylor asked, not at all sure what he was asking. 
 
    "Of course," said Jennifer, her voice showing relief. 
 
    "Good friends?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "The best," said Jennifer, and she reached over and kissed him on the cheek. She got up and went to the door. "Goodnight, Captain." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    That had been 14 months ago, but Taylor remembered every detail as if it had been yesterday. And now Jennifer was staring earnestly at him again. 
 
    "You need me with you sir. To watch your back. Again." 
 
    Jennifer's meaning was clear. She was calling in his debt to her, for saving his life.  
 
    Taylor slowly nodded. He could hardly refuse her.  
 
     He would do it, for her. For the bond that was forged, in the cave. "Meet me in the shuttle bay in twenty minutes." 
 
    "Thank you, Michael!" she said, and she suddenly reached up to give him a hug. 
 
    He watched her with sad eyes as she turned and left. 
 
    Five minutes later, Taylor was in Bill Carey's orders. "You're in command, Mister Carey." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I'm taking Jennifer with me." 
 
    "You... and the first officer? That makes no sense, sir," said Carey. 
 
    Taylor had to agree. But he couldn't explain it to Carey. And since he was Captain, nor did he have to. 
 
    "You're in command," he repeated. "If we are not back in three hours, head for the Black Box." He saw Carey frown. "What's wrong, Mr. Carey? You have told me in so many ways that I'm not suited for command. I've never commanded a warship. You've been a first officer on one. This one. Doesn't the potential change in command please you?" 
 
    "Not in this way, sir," said Carey. 
 
    Taylor put a hand on Carey's shoulder. "We're Survey Service officers, Bill. We do what we're told. Just remember, you're not to come after us. Under no circumstances are you to approach that city with the Devonshire." 
 
    Carey nodded.  
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "It's beautiful," Jennifer said. 
 
    He and Jennifer were once again alone in a shuttle. Taylor realized it was the first time he and Jennifer had been alone in a shuttle, since... since..... 
 
    Taylor looked at the floating city from the cockpit windows. It had gleaming towers made of crystalline. It was certainly of advanced construction. 
 
    He saw landing pads on the far side of the city. Some were large enough to accommodate the Devonshire. He landed the shuttle at a smaller one. 
 
    "This is it," said Taylor, taking a deep breath. "Are you ready?" 
 
    "As ready as I'll ever be," said Jennifer, running a hand over her uniform. 
 
    Taylor  opened the shuttle hatch, and they came face to face with two Ascended ones. 
 
    Humanity had evolved. 
 
    They had bodies, and two arms and two legs, though they were taller and thinner than their own. But it was their heads that had changed the most. Their foreheads were taller, as if the brains inside of them occupied more space. 
 
    And their eyes... their eyes were bigger as well.  Much bigger. Almost as big as egg yolks. It was startling, staring into them. They felt powerful, almost hypnotic. 
 
    "Greetings," said the one on the left. "My name is Arnack. I am a third keeper of the circle of Trilesta. My companion is Senderock, also a third keeper." 
 
    "Hello," said Taylor uncertainly. Those eyes! "I am Captain Michael Taylor of the United Survey Service ship Devonshire. This is my first officer, Lieutenant Jennifer Hale." 
 
    "A female," said Senderock. There was something in his tone that Taylor didn't quite like. 
 
    "Do you not have females here?" Taylor asked.  
 
    "Of course," said Senderock. "We still reproduce the same way you do. Come! Let us show you our wondrous city." 
 
    "We'd like that," said Taylor. 
 
    As they strode on walkways between magnificent buildings of crystals, Taylor said, "So you know who we are and where we are from... and when?" 
 
    "Yes," said Arnack. "You are not the first we have met from eight million years in the past." 
 
    Taylor exchanged an excited glance with Jennifer. 
 
    "Was it the Aurora? The Exeter? Or the Judicator?" 
 
    "The Aurora," said Arnack, giving a ghost of a smile. 
 
    The Aurora. The science ship, under the command of- 
 
    "Captain Margaret Astor," said Arnack. 
 
    "Can you read our minds?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Of course," said Arnack. "Do not be concerned. Your mission is known to us. We are here to help." 
 
    "What happened to the Aurora?" 
 
    "Let us talk more in comfort." 
 
    Arnack and Senderock took them to a lounge, and offered them refreshments, which looked like the red cubes Juci was eating on the planet. Taylor and Jennifer respectfully declined. 
 
    "What has happened here in eight million years?" Taylor asked. "There seems to be a split in evolutionary development." 
 
    "Quite right," said Arnack. "As technology advanced, fewer and fewer people needed to work. A huge consumer class was created. At the same time, the technology became more and more complicated to repair. A situation arose where a tiny percentage of the population was engaged in maintaining and perfecting the technology, while the vast majority of the population simply consumed it. We call this vast majority the Lowers." 
 
    Taylor frowned. 
 
    "Because they live below us. It is not a value judgment, believe me," said Arnack. "Since Lowers had no need for intellectual development, over the millennia their intellectual abilities started to fade away. They became the simpler creatures that you see now. At the same time they did develop more sensory apparatus to enable them to increase their pleasure." 
 
    "You mean those suction cups? The ones that come out when they suck people's emotions from them?" 
 
    "Precisely," said Arnack. "Most Lowers use their abilities responsibly, but as you have seen, some do not." 
 
    "And meanwhile, your people, up here in the clouds...." 
 
    "We have further developed our intellectual abilities, of course," said Arnack. "Not only has our intelligence increased several fold, but we have developed useful telepathic and telekinetic abilities." 
 
    "You can move things with your mind?" Jennifer said. 
 
    Arnack lifted a plate of red cubes into the air without touching it, and lowered it. "Of course." 
 
    "Do you coexist peacefully with the... Lowers on the planet?" 
 
    "Of course. But for obvious reasons we limit contact with them," said Arnack. "We simply do not relate well to them, for obvious reasons." 
 
    "What about the children?" Jennifer asked. "They can seem to make their children appear and disappear at will." 
 
    Senderock gave a sinister smile. "Those were not children." 
 
    "They weren't?" 
 
    "They are merely constructs." 
 
    "Robots?" said Taylor. 
 
    "Not as I understand your use of the term. They are biological constructs." 
 
    "Eliz--one of our scientists scanned them, and said they were human," said Taylor. 
 
    "On a superficial level, but they have no self-awareness," said Arnack. 
 
    "Why would the... Lowers prefer to have fake children?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Isn't it obvious?" said Arnack. "Rearing children is very labor intensive. Children require constant supervision. They cry. They soil themselves. They complain-" 
 
    "The children," said Jennifer suddenly. "Captain, the child we saw. She was perfectly well behaved. And the baby--it didn't cry. These aren't real children; they are simulations of perfectly behaved children." 
 
    "Precisely," said Arnack. "That is why they are so popular with the Lowers. They require no supervision, always are eager to please, and will go away when they become tiresome." 
 
    "But... doesn't anyone want to have real children?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Of course," said Arnack. "And some do." 
 
    "But not enough to replace the existing population," said Senderock. "There are an estimated 200 million Lowers in the world, down from a population high of 32 billion. Perhaps one out of four have a child, not enough to replace those who exist. Within a few thousand years, the Lowers will cease to exist." 
 
    "And you're happy about that?" Jennifer asked. 
 
    Arnack shrugged. "We bear them no malice. But we really have no use for them." 
 
    "No use for them?" Jennifer asked. "You give them their machines, and their entertainment, and their artificial children. You make things easy for them so they will choose this path." 
 
    "Is not the definition of evolution one where the stronger survive, and the weaker fail?" Arnack asked. "We are hardly being as aggressive as our ancestors. We are killing no one. The choice is theirs." 
 
    Jennifer gave Taylor an alarmed glance. 
 
    Taylor decided it was time to change the subject. "What about the Black Box... the time tunnel above the Earth. Are you responsible for it?" 
 
    "No," said Arnack. "We noticed it appeared some years ago. From our perspective, it is a unidimensional tunnel to the future. We sent a ship in to investigate it." 
 
    "And what happened?" 
 
    "It failed to return," said Arnack. 
 
    Taylor stared at Arnack's large eyes. "Is it stable at your end?" 
 
    "Stable?" 
 
    "Are any shockwaves coming from it?" 
 
    "No," said Arnack. 
 
    "There are stronger and stronger shockwaves coming out in our time," said Taylor. "We are worried that it is eventually going to destroy the Earth." 
 
    "Well, you needn't worry about that," said Arnack, smiling broadly. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "You forget, Captain Taylor. You are on the Earth now, eight million years later. The Earth is still here, so obviously the phenomenon could not have destroyed the Earth in your own time. Your mission, it seems, has been a success." 
 
    Taylor looked at Jennifer. "But... we didn't do anything." 
 
    "Perhaps nothing needed to be done." 
 
    "But our scientists said-" 
 
    "Forgive me, Captain Taylor, but from our perspective, your scientists have only a very limited understanding of such matters. Rest assure, the Earth was not destroyed. Our presence here proves it," said Arnack. 
 
    "And what of the Aurora?" Jennifer asked.  
 
    Arnack stared at  her with those big egg yolk eyes. "Captain Margaret Astor. I remember her well. She and her crew were most welcome here." 
 
    "What happened to them?" Taylor asked. Suddenly, it felt like Arnack was being evasive. 
 
    "They visited with us for a time and left. I can only presume they reentered what you call the time tunnel to find the source of the phenomenon." 
 
    "How long ago was that?" 
 
    "Oh... some twelve years ago." 
 
    "They must have come out of the Black Box earlier than we did," said Taylor. Suddenly, his wristcom beeped. "Excuse me a moment." He activated it. "Yes?" 
 
    Lieutenant Carey's voice came out of it. "Sir, it's been two hours, just checking in." 
 
    Taylor remembered he had given Carey a three hour deadline. "Everything is... fine here, Lieutenant. The natives are friendly." 
 
    "Will you be returning to the ship soon?" 
 
    Arnack gestured for his attention. "Captain Taylor, we would once again love to invite your entire crew to come and visit. There is much about our society which might interest you." 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. Then he remembered Elizabeth, who had said the exact same thing about the people on the planet, before matters took a turn for the worse. He paused, glanced at Jennifer, and said, "Bill, forget about the time limit I said before. I think we are safe here. Jennifer and I are going to spend a few more hours here. Then we will discuss shore leave for the crew." 
 
    There was a pause. "Are you sure you're all right, sir?" 
 
    "Perfectly sure," said Taylor. "I'll be in touch. Captain out." He closed the transmission. 
 
    Arnack smiled. "I can understand your caution, Captain, given your regrettable experience on the planet surface. But I assure you we are quite peaceful, here in the clouds." 
 
    "I believe it," said Taylor. "But before I bring my crew here, I want to learn a little more about your society. But first, I have an overriding priority." 
 
    "Your missing crewman. Of course," said Arnack. There was something about his smile, in combination with his giant eyes, that Taylor found disconcerting. "We have been scanning the planet surface continually for him. Be assured it will only be a matter of time before we locate your missing man." 
 
    "Perhaps we will even locate him by the time you leave us," said Senderock, smiling.  
 
    Taylor looked at Jennifer, who nodded. "Well in that case... we can stay a while longer." 
 
    "Good. Would you be interested to know what we have achieved in eight million years?" 
 
    "Very much so," Taylor said. 
 
    For the next two hours Taylor and Jennifer sat there, amazed. 
 
    Humanity had colonized hundreds of other worlds, far beyond the handful of colonies established by the Survey Service. Scientists had detected other dimensions, 23 of them, to be exact, and opened gateways into two of them. 
 
    They were taken to an observatory, which showed a holographic display of the solar system. 
 
    The gas giants Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, and Neptune had been solidified, made habitable, and moved closer to the sun. One planet, however, was missing. 
 
    "What happened to Venus?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "We destroyed it," said Arnack. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "It was blocking our view of Mercury." 
 
    Taylor looked at Arnack. With those giant egg yolk eyes, he couldn’t tell if the alien was making a joke. 
 
    But then Arnack laughed. "Venus is over there, Captain!" he said, pointing to another area. 
 
    Taylor saw it now. 
 
    "Wait a minute," said Jennifer. "Did you just say you have solidified Jupiter and Saturn, and moved them closer to the sun?" Jennifer asked. "Are my ears hearing this properly? How did you manage all this?" 
 
    Arnack smiled. "It would be very difficult to explain, Lieutenant Hale." 
 
    "Try me," said Jennifer. 
 
    Arnack sighed, and considered a moment, then spoke again. "Lieutenant, if you were to explain how the propulsion system on your vessel works to a man even a thousand years from your past, how successful would you be?" 
 
    Jennifer considered. "Probably not very." 
 
    "We are not talking about a thousand year gap in technology, but eight million years," said Arnack. "Believe me when I say that we have done this." 
 
    "I believe you," said Jennifer earnestly. 
 
    "Good," Arnack smiled, and again, there was something Taylor didn't like about the way he smiled at her. Maybe it was those big eyes. Arnack's were blue, and Senderocks's were brown, but they were both big. Too big. It felt like those eyes were undressing Jennifer. 
 
    "But above all our technological achievements we prize the development of the mind," said Arnack. "We value intellectual development above all things. We have circles of development in all the fields sciences, many of which did not even exist in your time. Some you might recognize could roughly be analogized to physics, chemistry, and energy." 
 
    "And what is your specialty?" Taylor asked. 
 
    Arnack and Senderock exchanged glances. "Animal behavior. Senderock and I are third keepers of the circle of Trilesta." 
 
    "Animal behavior?" said Taylor. 
 
    "I can see you are insulted. Please do not be," said Arnack. "I ask you again, how would you view mankind from eight million years in your past?" 
 
    "In eight million years in our past, mankind was primates. Monkeys," said Jennifer. 
 
    "Exactly," said Arnack. "And now that we have answered some of your questions, may we ask a few of our own?" 
 
    "All right," said Taylor cautiously. 
 
    "It is so rare that we get to meet ancestors from eight million years in our past. We have so many things to ask." 
 
    "Didn't you ask them of the crew of the Aurora?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Yes. But they were not with us for very long," said Senderock. Something about the way he said that made Taylor feel uncomfortable. 
 
    "We are most interested in the concept of restraint," said Arnack. 
 
    "Restraint?" 
 
    "What differentiates us most from the Lowers on the planet surface is the concept of restraint," said Arnack. "Over the millennia, the Lowers have lost all ability to restrain themselves. If they want food, they eat it. If they want sex, they have it. If they want a child, or an entertainment, or to drain someone of emotion--they simply take whatever they want. We have found that this lack of restraint is inversely correlative with intellectual development. Intellectual development requires one to show tremendous restraint. After all, to make scientific progress one must forgo entertainment of all kinds for long periods of time to focus exclusively on one's work. That kind of determination, that kind of focus, is missing from the Lowers. Your species, from which we are all descended, is somewhat in between us and the Lowers. We would be very interested to conduct a physical examination of the both of you to determine precisely how your physiology differs from the Lowers." 
 
    "A physical examination?" Taylor said. 
 
    "It would be completely painless, and there would be no risk to yourselves," said Arnack. 
 
    Taylor looked at Jennifer. She shook her head minutely. 
 
    "I appreciate your scientific interest, but we will have to decline your offer, for now," said Taylor. "Perhaps, after our crewman is recovered, we will reconsider." 
 
    These people seemed nice enough. They seemed friendly. But an examination? There was something about their eyes. Something about their tones. Something that Taylor instinctively didn't trust. And they were animal researchers. Taylor didn't want to feel like an animal in a laboratory. 
 
    Taylor got up. "It's time we returned to our ship."  
 
    Jennifer nodded and got up as well. 
 
    "So soon?" Arnack sounded distressed. 
 
    "We've been here several of our hours," said Taylor.  
 
    "But we haven't located your missing crewman yet." 
 
    "You can contact us when you do," said Taylor. He started walking to the corridor. Jennifer followed. 
 
    "But... but... can we at least perform a passive examination of yourself?" Arnack asked. "You have to understand, this is a very rare opportunity for us. We are scientists, much like yourself." 
 
    "I appreciate that," said Taylor, walking a bit faster, in the direction of the landing pads. "Perhaps another time." 
 
    "But... at least stay for dinner," said Arnack. "You do eat dinner, do you not?" 
 
    "Another time," said Taylor tightly. Something wasn't right here. He kept his eye on both Arnack and Senderock as he and Jennifer fast marched back to their ship. 
 
    However, they had only gone halfway to the landing pad when Arnack said, "Wait, wait!" and put a hand to his ear, as if listening. Then he looked up at Taylor. "They have found your missing man!" 
 
    "Ensign Raleigh? Where?" said Taylor. 
 
    "He is here," said Arnack. "Would you like to see him?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. "Take us to him." 
 
    Arnack and Senderock were all smiles now. "Follow us." 
 
    Taylor and Jennifer exchanged glances but fell into step behind their hosts. 
 
    They walked for several minutes, deeper into the city, and then into a large building which looked like it contained a series of laboratories. Taylor started to get an uneasy feeling. "Is my man injured?" 
 
    "He is safe and well," Arnack assured him. "You will see for yourself." 
 
    And then they turned the corner, and entered a well lit chamber, and Taylor saw Ensign Clay Raleigh. 
 
    He was naked, and standing up, pinned to the air. He was yelling wildly and gasping for breath. 
 
    "As you can see, he's perfectly fine," said Arnack. 
 
    "What have you done to him?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Nothing," said Arnack. "Just a few tests. And now that you're here, we would like to conduct a few tests on you." 
 
    Taylor and Jennifer reached for their compression pistols. And that was the last thing they remembered. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Consciousness slowly returned to Taylor. He was naked, and standing up, and yet, his feet were not touching the ground. He was pinioned to the air around him, as if he were strapped to a vertical table, one he could not see or touch. 
 
    There was a light shining in his eyes, and the rest of the room was dark. 
 
    "Ah, he is becoming aware again. Welcome back, Captain Taylor." 
 
    Taylor recognized Arnack's voice.  
 
    "We have a number of tasks we need you to perform for us, Captain Taylor. The first one will be the most important. We want you to order your ship to land here." 
 
    Taylor gave a surprised laugh. "And why would I do that?" 
 
    "Because if you do not, we will subject your body to increasing amounts of pain," said Senderock. 
 
    Taylor set his face in a determined way. "I hope you enjoy the sounds of screaming." 
 
    "We have no special preference for it. But perhaps you will." 
 
    And so it began. 
 
    They could cause pain in any part of his body, seemingly without any instrumentation. In his hands, his arms, his feet, his legs, his stomach, his chest, his head, even his.... anywhere. Taylor screamed freely, but he didn't break. They tortured him for what seemed like a very long time. And yet, he didn't break. 
 
    "It isn't working," said Arnack. "I do not understand. Captain Margaret Astor of the United Survey Service ship Aurora broke much more quickly." 
 
    "This one has much more fortitude than Captain Margaret Astor of the United Survey Service Ship Aurora," Senderock observed. 
 
    "What did you do to them? Did you torture them too?" Taylor yelled. 
 
    "They were much more cooperative subjects than you were... eventually," said Arnack. 
 
    "Let us try with the female," said Senderock. 
 
    "An excellent idea," said Arnack. 
 
    There was a shimmer of light, and Jennifer appeared, standing ten feet in front of Taylor.  She seemed to be similarly pinned to the air.  
 
    And she was completely nude. 
 
    Taylor had served with Jennifer Hale for more than two years. He had seen the wonderful curves of her uniform, but never had he seen her without clothes. His jaw dropped as he saw his first officer's body naked for the very first time.  
 
    She was as beautiful as he imagined. Even more so.  
 
    "And now we begin," said Arnack. 
 
    "No!" Taylor cried. 
 
    In seconds, Jennifer was crying out in pain. They did the same thing to her that they did to him. Taylor was forced to watch as they inflicted pain on different parts of her body. Every so often they would stop, and offer to end the torture, if she would agree to call the Devonshire. She refused.  
 
    Taylor kept yelling at them to stop. He struggled at his invisible restraints. Watching pain being inflicted on Jennifer was awful. 
 
    But Jennifer refuses to crack. After she screamed especially loudly, Arnack said, "Lieutenant, we take no joy in this. Contact your ship, and the pain will end." 
 
    Jennifer looked at him with confused eyes. "What do you want them for?" 
 
    "Just a physical examination," said Arnack. "Nothing else. Then you will all be free to go." 
 
    "Don't believe him, Jennifer!" Taylor cried.  
 
    Jennifer looked at Taylor, and then at Arnack, and said, "No." 
 
    "Most regrettable, Lieutenant," said Arnack. And in moments she was screaming again. 
 
    They heard a new voice, a lighter, more feminine voice. 
 
    "What is this?" said the new voice. 
 
    "Prelnick," said Arnack, and there was real warmth in his voice. "So good to see you." 
 
    "I heard about the new arrivals," said Prelnick. "The male looks like quite a healthy, vibrant specimen." 
 
    "He is," said Arnack. "He has already shown a potential restraint quotient far exceeding the crew of the Aurora." 
 
    "Unfortunately, Arnack is not up to the challenge of breaking either of them," said Senderock. 
 
    "I will, I just need more time," said Arnack. 
 
    "Their ship has already called for them twice and they have not answered. If they do not respond soon, they will become suspicious and leave." 
 
    "It's a pity there's not a real man here who can break these two," said Prelnick. 
 
    "I can do it," said Senderock. 
 
    "How?" said Arnack. 
 
    "There is a bond between these two," said Senderock. 
 
    "I have noted it," said Arnack. 
 
    "We can use it to our advantage," said Senderock. "Female! Jennifer Hale! Are you listening?" 
 
    "Yes," said Jennifer feebly. 
 
    "We  have run out of time. We are now going to torture your Captain until he dies, or until you capitulate, whichever comes first. Do you understand?" 
 
    "No!" Jennifer cried. 
 
    "Let us begin." 
 
    They started the torture again, and this time it was worse than before for Taylor. He heard himself scream in agony. It went on for a short time, or a very long one, it was so hard to know. And then it was over, and when he could hear again, he heard Jennifer shouting, "I'll do it! I'll do whatever you say!" 
 
    "Call your crew and have the ship brought here," said Senderock. 
 
    "Jennifer... no...." Taylor said. 
 
    "I have to," said Jennifer. "I have to save you. Just like I did in the cave." And when she looked at him, he saw the love in her eyes. She turned to Arnack. "You're only going to examine them? No torture." 
 
    "Of course. You will be free to depart very quickly." 
 
    "All right," said Jennifer reluctantly. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    On the bridge of the Devonshire, Bill Carey sat in the Captain's chair. "Hale! We've been trying to contact you." 
 
    "I know," came Jennifer's voice. "We were in a zone that blocked transmissions." 
 
    "You've been out of touch for hours." 
 
    "Yes... we've been seeing all kinds of amazing technological achievements." 
 
    "Are you coming back now?" Carey asked. 
 
    "No. The people here have invited us to visit them. Captain Taylor wants you to bring the ship here." 
 
    Carey looked at the other bridge officers, Suki Tanaka, Obongo Babangida, and Bill Collins. "The Captain ordered that?" 
 
    "Yes," said Jennifer. 
 
    Carey paused. "Can I speak to the Captain?" 
 
    "He's busy... talking to Ensign Raleigh." 
 
    "They found Ensign Raleigh?" 
 
    "Yes. Now bring the ship in now. That's an order, Lieutenant." 
 
    Carey drummed his fingers on his armrest indecisively. "All right. We're coming in." 
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    The Devonshire landed on one of the larger landing pads. There was one person waiting for them: Jennifer Hale, in her crisp Survey Service uniform. The landing platform opened, and Bill Carey exited the ship, escorted by six men holding compression rifles. He looked around carefully before marching to Jennifer, who stood perfectly still. 
 
    "Lieutenant," said Carey. "Where's the Captain? Where is everyone?" 
 
    He looked at her face, and instantly knew something was wrong. 
 
    "I'm... I'm so sorry," Jennifer said. 
 
    And then a white light descended on Carey and his men, and a larger white light encompassed the ship, and consciousness fled. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor was alive. 
 
    Every part of his body was sore. Sore, but not in the terrible pain it once was. Whatever they had done to him hadn't left any permanent damage. And he was wearing his Survey Service uniform again. 
 
    Unfortunately, that was all the good new there was to be had. 
 
    He was in a cell, sealed by a force field, facing a circular chamber lined with other cells. He could see Bill Carey, Obongo Babangida, Bill Collins, Doctor McCrae, Suki Tanaka and... Jennifer! She was sitting up, and staring directly at him, two cells away. 
 
    "Are you all right, sir?" She asked. 
 
    "I think so," said Taylor, struggling to get up. 
 
    "You betrayed us!" said Bill Carey. "You led us into a trap." 
 
    Taylor said nothing. 
 
    "No, the Captain wouldn't do that," said Suki firmly. 
 
    "Did you, sir?" Collins asked. "Did you have Lieutenant Hale tell us to come here?" 
 
    Taylor didn't respond. 
 
    "He's a coward. A narcissist," said Carey. "I knew it. The Survey Service officer with a god complex. We had to get him for a Captain. Why, if I could get into your cell for a just a minute-" 
 
    "Stop it!" Jennifer cried. "Just stop it! Taylor didn't break." 
 
    They all stared at her. 
 
    "I did," she said, starting to sob. 
 
    "You did?" Suki asked. 
 
    "They were torturing him. They were killing him. I couldn't... I couldn't let it happen," said Jennifer. "They tortured him for the longest time... he refused to break. He's better than... better than... all of you." 
 
    Everyone started talking, arguing, yelling. 
 
    "That's enough!" said Taylor. The voices died down. 
 
    "Very impressive," said a new voice. Taylor recognized it as Arnack's. "You have a most impressive ability of restraint, Captain Taylor. Not only did you resist our unpleasant stimuli.  But you also seem to have the ability to inspire restraint in others." 
 
    "I'm glad I impress you," said Taylor dryly. 
 
    "You have. For restraint is what we are here to study. We need a fuller understanding of how much restraint you, our very distant ancestors have, so we can better understand how our race diverged from the Lowers. Think of it as... historical anthropological research." 
 
    "I think of it as torture," said Taylor.  
 
    "As would animals of your century that you experimented on." 
 
    "So that's what you think of us. As animals." 
 
    "Surely that is correct," said Arnack. 
 
    "But we think. We reason. We have self-awareness." 
 
    Arnack gave a dry laugh. "You think you reason. You reason that you think. In reality, you do not even begin to Xetan." 
 
    "What is Xetan?" 
 
    "You see? You are so primitive that you do not even know what the concept means," said Arnack. "And now we must begin our studies." 
 
    "Is this what you did to the crew of the Aurora? Drive them mad with your experiments?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "We did not drive them anywhere, as you put it. The crew of the Aurora cooperated, eventually, and gave us some fascinating results." 
 
    "Then where are they?" 
 
    "They are quite used up, I'm afraid," said Arnack. "But the data we obtained from our experiments expanded our understanding of historical anthropology by a factor of three." 
 
    "If you learned so much, why do you need us?" 
 
    "We only had 42 subjects to experiment with! That is an extremely small sample size! And now, thanks to you, we have 64 more! That will more than double our confidence intervals!" 
 
    "I'm so happy for you," said Taylor. 
 
    "You should be. You are going to aid our anthropological research immensely," said Arnack. "And along the way, you may help me personally as well." 
 
    "In what way?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "There is an opening to become a second keeper of the circle of Trilesta. Prelnick has said she will open her body to the man who gets the post." 
 
    "I'm so excited for you," said Taylor. 
 
    "You should be. As second keeper I will be able to advance the cause of behavior science research even further. And if Prelnick gives me permission to procreate, my superior genes will seed the next generation." 
 
    "I wouldn't worry about that," said a new voice, which Taylor recognized as Senderock's. "After your ineptitude this morning, Prelnick will never open her legs for you. I was the one who broke the Lowers, not you." 
 
    "We will see, Senderock," said Arnack. "And now, Captain Taylor, are you and your valiant crew ready for your first test?" 
 
    "No," said Taylor. 
 
    "Good. Then let us begin!" 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    And then... nothing happened. Everyone stared at each other for the longest time, waiting for something to happen. Nothing did. 
 
    A while later, out of thin air, something appeared on the ground. 
 
    A dish, filled with red cubes, appeared in every cell. 
 
    "What is this?" Taylor heard crewman Karen Levenson ask from another cell. 
 
    "Food, I think," said Taylor. He realized he was hungry. He picked up one of the food cubes. It had the consistency of gelatin. There was no water to go with it, but some of the cube felt more rubbery than others. Taylor guessed that those had more liquid content. 
 
    He cautiously put one in his mouth and bit down. Flavorful liquid slipped down his throat. Someone screamed- 
 
    It was Suki, in a cell across the way. "Suki, are you all right?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "I just felt this terrible pain, in my stomach," said Suki. 
 
    "Did you eat some of the food?" Taylor asked anxiously. 
 
    "No," said Suki. "Although I am hungry." 
 
    Taylor puzzled over this. And then, looking straight at Suki, he took another food cube, and put it in his mouth, and bit down. 
 
    Suki screamed again, grabbing her stomach. 
 
    "Oh no," said Taylor, spitting it out. "No." 
 
    "What is it? What's happening to us?" Suki asked. 
 
    "They're testing our restraint," said Taylor. "They want to see if we can stop ourselves from eating, even when we're hungry." 
 
    "And if we can't?" Suki asked. 
 
    "Then someone else in this room gets painful shocks," said Taylor. 
 
    Everyone looked around as they took in the implications. In order to eat, they would have to inflict pain on someone else. 
 
    "That's one of the things that separates us from animals," Taylor realized. "Animals will eat anything put in front of them immediately. Civilized people have restraint." 
 
    "Quite right, Captain Taylor," came Arnack's smug voice. 
 
    Taylor looked up, and saw him on the second level of the facility, staring at them with his big bug eyes. 
 
    "What are you going to do, starve us until we eat? What kind of test is that?" Taylor yelled. 
 
    "We are going to test your levels of restraint." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Time passed. There was no natural sunlight, so it was impossible to know if it was day, or night. Their wristcoms had been taken from them. There was a hole in each cell to be used for excretions; so far everyone tactfully looked away when someone had to go. 
 
    Hunger started to build up in their bodies, and then their minds.  It started to gnaw at them, to eat at them, for want of a better word. 
 
    Suddenly the red food cubes were looking very, very attractive. Taylor could tell by the looks of desperation on his crew's face that they weren't going to last much longer. So he laid down the line. "You can eat. You can all eat. It's a natural thing, to have to eat," said Taylor. "Don't feel you have to hold out for the rest of us. The only rule is, if you have to eat, warn us first, and eat as rapidly as possible." 
 
    Crewman Rudy Garrett was the first to break. "I'm sorry... I can't... I have to eat." 
 
    "It's all right," said Taylor. "Just do it as quickly as possible." 
 
    Rudy looked around. He didn't know who he would be inflicting pain upon. He picked up a red cube and put it in his mouth, and started chewing. 
 
    Jennifer Hale yelled out in pain.  
 
    Rudy put another cube in his mouth. 
 
    "Don't do one at a time!" Bill Carey roared. "Eat them all, as fast as you can, man!" 
 
    Rudy filled his mouth with red cubes. He started chewing the rubbery cubes as rapidly as he could. Jennifer was in agony. Her screams filled all the neighboring cells. 
 
    And then Rudy swallowed, and it was done. 
 
    "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry," he whispered.  
 
    Jennifer stared at him with a hard look. 
 
    "Jennifer, are you all right?" 
 
    "Yes, I'm fine," she said coldly. 
 
    One by one they all gave in to hunger, and one by one they gave pain to one of their cellmates. At the last was Bill Carey and Taylor, both of whom had refused to eat. 
 
    "Captain, you have to eat," said Jennifer. "Some of us have already eaten twice." 
 
    It was true. A second wave of food cubes had been delivered. 
 
    Taylor shook his head. "I'm fine." His "pain partner" was Suki Tanaka. He didn't want to be the one to inflict pain on her. 
 
    "Listen to her, Captain," said Bill Carey. "You have to eat." 
 
    "You haven't eaten, Bill," said Taylor. 
 
    "That's because-" 
 
    "Because of what?" said Taylor. "Because you're a real officer, and I'm not?" 
 
    "I never said that," said Carey. 
 
    "You have looked down on me from the moment I came aboard. You think I'm reckless and irresponsible and have no regard for my crew, is that right?" said Taylor. 
 
    Carey didn't answer. 
 
    "You would have been happier if I had eaten first. If I had eaten first, that would have fulfilled your expectations of me," said Taylor. "And you, by eating last, would show that you have more leadership potential than any of us. That's what this is all about, isn't it?" 
 
    "You're both being stupid!" Jennifer snapped. 
 
    "You can't call the Captain stupid!" said Carey. 
 
    "I just did," said Jennifer. "What are you going to do, mark me down for report?" 
 
    "When we get back to the ship, yes," said Carey. 
 
    "Captain, please eat," said Suki. "I want you to." Her eyes were begging him. 
 
    Taylor looked at her. He shook his head.  
 
    "All right," said Carey. "We will both eat at the same time." 
 
    "You eat," said Taylor. 
 
    "Both of us, or none," said Carey. 
 
    And that was how Taylor and Bill Carey finally agreed to eat some food. Suki Tanaka and Karen Levenson screamed in pain while Taylor and Bill Carey ate as rapidly as possible. And then it was over, and their screams turned to moans, which soon faded entirely. 
 
    As Bill spoke to Karen, Taylor called over to Suki. "Suki, are you all right?" 
 
    "I'm... recovering, Captain," She said, lying on her stomach. 
 
    "I'm so sorry," he said. 
 
    Suki was touched by his concern, and his expression. "Don't worry about it, sir." 
 
    "Fascinating," came the voice of Arnack. "It was as we thought. The two most senior males are in competition. They are exercising the most restraint." 
 
    "To what end?" said Senderock. 
 
    "Probably they are competing for the females, to show their worthiness to be inseminators," said Arnack. "Isn't that what you were attempting to do, Captain Taylor?" 
 
    "Come into this cell, and I'll show you exactly what I was attempting to do," said Taylor.  
 
    "That won't be necessary. A fascinating first effort. I must go and notate my results," said Arnack. 
 
    "Wait!" said Taylor. "Where is the rest of my crew? And the scientists?" None of the scientists were in the cells around  him. They seem to have been purposefully segregated. 
 
    But there was no response coming from Arnack. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Where is Captain Taylor?" 
 
    They were in a large, circular room. Elizabeth had noticed immediately that she didn't see any signs of the regular crew. Everyone here was a scientist. That couldn't be by accident. 
 
    "Captain Taylor is not your concern right now," said a new voice, a female voice. "Let us become acquainted with each other. I am Almoxin." 
 
    "And I am Terratin," said another female voice. "We are fourth keepers of the circle of Vesputa." 
 
    "How nice for you," said Elizabeth. She looked up, and from a second story window above them, could see three of the Ascended. They had giant foreheads and big eyes. 
 
    "Should we also introduce Teldoc?" Almoxin asked. 
 
    "He's barely worth the trouble," said Vesputa. 
 
    "I am Teldoc," said a young, male voice. "I am an apprentice to-" 
 
    "Yes, that's enough," said Almoxin. "Doctor Elizabeth Shaw. You are the leader of your group, are you not?" 
 
    "I am head scientist," said Elizabeth. She glanced around at her fellow scientists. She saw Vincent staring at her, from a cell across the way. 
 
    "You also hold a military rank... that of Commander?' 
 
    "Yes," said Elizabeth. "I am senior, in terms of scientific and military rank. But Captain Taylor-" 
 
    "Is not here. You are," said Almoxin. "We have many questions." 
 
    "I'll be happy to answer them, once I know where we are and--owww!" 
 
    Elizabeth dropped to her knees as she felt a pain stabbing in her chest. 
 
    "Defiance is not permitted. That was the lowest pain setting. Would you like to see the next level up?" 
 
    Elizabeth shook her head. 
 
    "Then answer some questions for us." 
 
    The questioning started simply. They wanted to know Elizabeth's full name, where she was from, the names of her parents, her brother, her sister, and where they lived on Earth.  
 
    Elizabeth saw no harm in answering their questions. They asked about her education, her schooling, and career. She answered truthfully. 
 
    "And as you have said, you are a Commander in the Survey Service." 
 
    "The scientific branch, yes," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "What is the mission of the Survey Service?" 
 
    "To explore. To protect the space lanes." 
 
    "And to protect your planet?" 
 
    "Yes," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "How many ships does the Survey Service have, Doctor Shaw?" 
 
    Elizabeth paused. 
 
    "How many ships?" 
 
    "I... I don't know." 
 
    "An estimate, then." 
 
    "Perhaps... 100." 
 
    "And how many of these are warships?" Almoxin asked. 
 
    Elizabeth paused again. She felt a brief stab of pain. "Doctor Shaw." 
 
    "Maybe... maybe 50." 
 
    The nature of the questioning gradually changed. Almoxin and Terratin wanted to know how many warships, how many destroyers, frigates, and battle cruisers. They wanted to know what their weaponry were, and their capabilities. They also wanted to know where the Survey Service bases were on Earth. 
 
    Elizabeth saw where this line of questioning was headed, and she started to refuse to answer. 
 
    At first they accepted that, and started to question other scientists. They questioned each scientist one by one, asking them questions about their personal history first, and then once again asking questions of military value. 
 
    "And how many pulse cannons does a command cruiser have, Doctor Tanner?" Almoxin asked. 
 
    "Wade, don't answer that," said Elizabeth sharply. 
 
    "I won't," said Wade grimly. 
 
    Thus established a pattern. None of them would answer questions of military significance. 
 
    That's when the pain started. 
 
    "Doctor Anderson, why won't you tell me where the Survey Service main base is?" 
 
   
  
 

 "You have no need to know," said Anderson. He gasped as he felt a sudden stab of pain. 
 
    "Doctor Watson, perhaps you can tell us. Where is the Survey Service main base?" 
 
    Midge Watson was a short, thin woman. She wasn't very brave. "I can't tell you." 
 
    "Can't, or won't,  Doctor Watson?" Terratin asked, her big egg yolk eyes blazing into Midge. 
 
    Midge felt a stab of pain and cried out. There was something about her cry that stimulated Terratin to probe further. 
 
    "Surely you realize that we can get his information if we want to. Surely it is in the databanks of your spaceship?" 
 
    "Yes... yes," said Midge. "It's Perth. Perth, Australia." 
 
    "Thank you, Doctor Watson," said Terratin. 
 
    That set a precedent. Some of the scientists started to answer more questions, while some didn't. Of the twelve scientists in the group room, Elizabeth, Wade Tanner, Susan McClure, and Bruce Anderson were the least cooperative. But Carl Parker, Midge Watson, and Barbara Wells started to cooperate. 
 
    "And how many ships does the Survey Service typically have in orbit around Earth, Doctor Parker?" Almoxin asked. 
 
    "Don't tell them," Elizabeth cried. 
 
    "About a dozen," said Carl Parker, sounding defeated.  
 
    Doctor Parker had been jabbed repeatedly with the pain stimulus until he had broken. After the fourth  jab, he had cooperated, but then something unusual happened. Teldoc, the apprentice, tried to intervene. 
 
    "Terratin, do we really need to apply such force?" everyone heard him say, after Doctor Parker was on the ground, moaning in pain. 
 
    "Are you running these experiments, Teldoc?" Terratin asked. 
 
    "No," said Teldoc. Victor, on the ground, looked up at Teldoc, and his eyebrows furled. 
 
    "Are you qualified to guide us on the conduct of these experiments, Teldoc?" 
 
    "No," said Teldoc again. 
 
    "Then perhaps it would be best if you remained quiet and learned." 
 
    "Yes, Keeper," said Teldoc. 
 
    "Thank you, Teldoc. Now let us turn to Doctor Anderson again--" 
 
    Two interrogations later and it was Victor's turn. "Professor Bergman, what are the Survey Service's plans for the defense of Earth?" 
 
    "Tell them nothing, Victor!" said Elizabeth. She cried out as she felt a small jab of pain. 
 
    "Oh, I'd love to tell you all about the Survey Services defenses," said Victor. "But that would take some time." 
 
    "We have the time, Professor," said Almoxin. Her big bug eyes were glaring at him. 
 
    "Yes, but... could we do it in a more private setting? If we were just one on one, say? I'd be happy to tell you anything and everything you want to know about the Survey Service's military capabilities... if I could meet privately with Teldoc." 
 
    "Teldoc?" Almoxin's voice was filled with suspicion. "He is just an apprentice. Why would you want to tell Teldoc?" 
 
    "He seems nicer and gentler than you. Some of us respond better to positive stimuli than negative ones," said Victor.  
 
    "If you will tell Teldoc, you can also tell us." 
 
    "If it's only information you want, what does it matter to you who I tell it to?" said Victor. "Let me talk privately to Teldoc, and I will tell you everything you want to know." 
 
    There was silence for a moment as the Ascended conferred on their own. Then Almoxin spoke again, but her voice was grudging, suspicious. "We will allow this, Professor Bergman. But you will be punished if you do not reveal all your military secrets." 
 
    "Oh, rest assured, I will," said Victor. 
 
    "Victor, don't!" said Elizabeth. 
 
    There was a flash of light, and Victor was gone. 
 
    "And now, without further interruption, let us resume our discussions," said Almoxin. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "So now we can begin my torture." 
 
    Those words startled Teldoc more than anything.  
 
    He was a young apprentice to the Third Keepers of the Circle of Trilesta. He was very interested in behavioral science and the Earthoanthropology of Lower Organisms. He had participated in several experiments on Lowers. 
 
    But... he hadn't thought it would be like this. The pain. The detachment. The cruelty. The Keepers, who had no empathy for the Lowers, didn't view it as cruelty, of course; they merely called it scientific research. 
 
    But that's not how it seemed to Teldoc.  
 
    And now here was another Lower, standing before him, asking to be tortured. 
 
    This Victor Berman was quite an enigma. Never before had a subject volunteered to cooperate specifically with one of the Keepers, especially an apprentice. There was something very unusual about him. 
 
    "You want... to be tortured?" Teldoc asked. They were in a private room, in the study complex. 
 
    "A joke. Humor. Do you still have that, or have you evolved out of it?" Victor asked. 
 
    "We still have humor," said Teldoc. "Why did you ask me here?" 
 
    "Because there's no point in my playing your game with the others," said Victor, sitting down in a chair. 
 
    "Game?" 
 
    "You're not really interested in our military secrets, are you? Information you could get from our ship's computer quite easily, I imagine," said Victor. "Nor do you have any interest in invading Earth in the past." 
 
    "Why do you say that?" 
 
    "Because it makes no sense, and I'm a scientist, and in science, things have to make sense." He gave Teldoc a wry smile. 
 
    "You call yourself a scientist! Now that is a joke!" said Teldoc. He gave a high pitched laugh, but stopped short when he saw the hurt look on Victor's face. "But... you are just a Lower. Surely you know that." 
 
    "What does it mean to be a Lower?" Victor asked. 
 
    "You... you have no Xetan," said Teldoc. 
 
    "Xetan?" 
 
    "You see? You do not even have a word for it," said Teldoc. 
 
    "Just because I don't know the meaning of one of your words doesn't make me an idiot," said Victor.  
 
    "It means... it is hard to explain in your language... it means... the ability to restrain one's self." 
 
    "Why is restraint important?" Victor asked. 
 
    "Restraint is everything," said Teldoc, sitting down in a chair with eagerness written all over his face. He loved a good philosophical hair splitting. "In order for there to be scientific advancement, there must be restraint.  One has to restrain oneself from all distraction, all sorts of entertainment, all sorts of consumerism." 
 
    "Which the Lowers cannot do," said Victor. 
 
    " Exactly," Teldoc smiled. "The Lowers have no restraint, no Xetan at all. They seek out what they want, when they want it. Theirs is a purely consumeristic parasitical culture which produces nothing. We here in the clouds resist the impulse to live life at play, so to speak. By resisting, by restraining our impulses for pleasure, we direct energy into the research of science. We say that Xetan is restraint, but that is only part of it. It is also the ability to focus, the discipline to direct your mental energy where needed. It is what separates us from the Lowers." 
 
    "And you think we are just like these Lowers." 
 
    "You seem very much so. You have no Xetan." 
 
    "But we have developed space travel and other technologies." 
 
    "In their infancy," said Teldoc. 
 
    "For eight million years in the future, yes," said Victor. "But imagine if you started with the science of eight million years in the past. With that as a starting point, wouldn't you need incredible Xetan to produce a spaceship like the Devonshire?" 
 
    Teldoc opened his mouth, closed it, and opened it again. "I don't know." 
 
    "It's an interesting thought to consider, isn't it?" 
 
    "Yes, it is," Teldoc admitted. "But I really should be getting you back to the other test subjects." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Almoxin and Terratin will come to investigate if we are here too long." 
 
    Victor sprawled back in his chair. "What do you want, Teldoc? 
 
    "What do I want?" Teldoc looked confused. "For the experiment to be a success, I suppose." 
 
    "No," said Victor, leaning forward again. "What do you want?" 
 
    "To advance in my technical circle. To show success in my studies so that I may reproduce," said Teldoc. 
 
    "Well, suppose I could help you with that. Let's say I can help you show Almoxin and Terratin that you are having incredible success breaking me. That is what you're here to do, to break me, is that right?" 
 
    Teldoc paused. He wasn't supposed to reveal this. But-- 
 
    "Yes," he said reluctantly. "We are testing your level of Xetan, to see how focused you are to the ideals of your Survey Service." 
 
    "Of course," said Victor. "It was obvious." 
 
    "It was?" 
 
    "Yes," said Victor. "Now suppose you can show Almoxin and Terratin that you have broken me instantly. That I have revealed more than any other prisoner. I would be a model test subject. Would they let you keep working with me?" 
 
    "They… they might," said Teldoc. "But how would we show them that?" 
 
    "Tap into the database on the Devonshire. That has more information about the Survey Service than I or anyone on the ship will ever know. Present that to them in interview form, and show them how thoroughly you've broken me, and gotten me to betray the Survey Service." 
 
    "It... it might work," said Teldoc. "But... what would we do then?" 
 
    "Talk," said Victor. "More talk. And food would be nice. Do you have any?" 
 
      
 
    ********  
 
      
 
    "Wake up, Captain." He felt a hand on him. 
 
    Taylor suddenly became awake. He was in that in-between state where he wasn't quite sure what was real and what wasn't. But he saw that he was fully clothed, and Suki Tanaka was still in the cell opposite his.  
 
    But something had changed. 
 
    There were now two people in every cell. 
 
    Jennifer Hale was in Suki's cell. Babangida was in Doctor McCrae's cell. And Bill Carey was in his cell. 
 
    "What's going on, Bill?" said Taylor, as Bill gave him a hand getting up. 
 
    "We are going to study the concept of aggression," said Senderock's voice, coming from somewhere. "Aggression is one of the primary characteristics that differentiates animals and civilized people. It is a great measure of Xetan when a lifeform can avoid showing aggression." 
 
    "Is that what you want us to do? To not fight each other?" said Taylor. "That will be easy." 
 
    "Too easy," Senderock agreed. "But what if we stimulated your minds? Could we persuade you to fight each other?" 
 
    Taylor looked at Bill, and suddenly understood what this was all about. "No... we can't. We won't." 
 
    "You will," said Senderock. "And my success in this experiment will earn me some quality time with Prelnick." 
 
    "Fuck that and fuck-" Taylor's voice was suddenly cut off. He heard voices, in his head. 
 
    Bill hates you. He hates you. Bill hates you. You hate Bill. Kill him. Kill Bill. Kill Bill before he kills you. 
 
    "No... no," said Taylor, putting his hands over his ears, as if they were spoken voices he could block. "No!" 
 
    Meanwhile, Bill was hearing voices of his own, voices he couldn't drown out.  
 
    Look at Taylor. He is a pretender. He is too weak to be Captain. He got you into this. His weakness got you imprisoned. His weakness got you tortured. He is arrogant. He is responsible for all your torture. You hate him! 
 
    In the opposite cell, Suki was having thoughts put in her head as she stared at Jennifer. Jennifer wants the Captain. Jennifer wants him, and won't let anyone else have him. You can never have him because she won't let you. She hates you because you are younger and prettier than she is. 
 
    "No!" Suki cried, grabbing her head. 
 
    Meanwhile, Jennifer was getting a different message.  
 
    She is an alien. An alien in disguise. She is not Suki. She is one of your interrogators. She is here to study your reaction to torture. She is a sadist! You hate her! 
 
    Jennifer grabbed her head and stared at Suki with immense dislike. 
 
    In another cell, Babangida heard a voice in his head as he stared at Doctor McCrae. He is racist. He hates all blacks. He thinks blacks should be slaves. He thinks blacks are stupid and smell like bananas. He thinks you want to sleep with white women. That makes him so angry! 
 
    Babangida felt rage rising up within him. 
 
    Taylor saw Bill struggling with the thoughts in his head. "Bill... try to fight it," Taylor said, through gritted teeth. "Try to fight-" his voice was cut off as Bill smacked him in the face. Taylor staggered backwards, and Bill charged him. In moments they were rolling around on the ground, wrestling with each other. 
 
    Suki tried to stop herself from listening to the voices in her head. She felt an intense jealousy towards Jennifer. But she could see that Jennifer was more affected than she was. She saw the rage in Jennifer's eyes. 
 
    "Jennifer, try to resist," said Suki. 
 
    "You traitorous alien!" Jennifer snarled. She lunged for Suki. Suki dodged her, and gave her a karate chop to the back of the neck. Jennifer went down like a sack of potatoes. Suki got on top of her and pinned her down. 
 
    Doctor McCrae was not so lucky. He was an older man, in his 50's, while Babangida was big, very muscular, and in his prime.  
 
    "You lousy racist!" he roared. He slammed fist after fist into McCrae's body. McCrae cried out and fell down, but Babangida did not stop.  He lunged for McCrae's throat, and squeezed. McCrae choked as he tried to breathe. 
 
    The violence went on for a long moment.. and then, like a switch was flipped, it stopped. 
 
    Bill and Taylor, who were locked in hand to hand combat, looked at each other with confusion.  
 
    Jennifer stopped trying to punch Suki in the face. 
 
    And Babangida looked down at McCrae's lifeless body underneath him, who he had just strangled. 
 
    "Fascinating," came the voice of Prelnick. "And in record time! This was much quicker than the crew of the Aurora, wasn't it?" 
 
    "Yes," said Senderock. "I used a new technique. These Lowers gave into their passion nearly twice as quickly." 
 
    "Oh, you're so wonderful," said Prelnick. "Come to my stimulation chamber later tonight and I will show you something special." 
 
    "I would love to," said Senderock. "Did you see the look of animal rage on the one called Carey? The facial expressions of all of them should be catalogued and displayed. Such vivid expressions of animal anger-" 
 
    "What is going on here?" came Arnack's voice. "You were told not to experiment without my presence." 
 
    "You were late," said Senderock. "The results broke all records." 
 
    "One of the Lowers is dead." 
 
    "So? We have plenty more." 
 
    "We ran through the ones from the Aurora too quickly. We have many tests to perform. Revive him." 
 
    "I will try," said Senderock, with a resigned tone in his voice. A blue light appeared over the body of Doctor McCrae. 
 
    "Captain Taylor, I apologize for the... excessive enthusiasm of my colleague during this last test," said Arnack. 
 
    "Apology not accepted," said Taylor. 
 
    Suddenly, Doctor McCrae gasped, choked, and took a breath.  
 
    "Doctor McCrae, are you all right?" said Babangida. 
 
    It took McCrae a long moment and several more gasps  to answer. "No, of course not, you fool!" 
 
    Everyone could see that Doctor McCrae had taken the worst beating of them all. Bill Carey and Captain Taylor had some cuts and bruises, and Jennifer had a sore neck, but McCrae's face was purple with bruises.  
 
    "I think I busted a rib or two." McCrae rubbed his chest.  
 
    "You're lucky," said Taylor. 
 
    "Lucky?" said McCrae. 
 
    "You were... dead," said Taylor. 
 
    "Dead?" said McCrae. 
 
    "Doctor McCrae, I'm so sorry... I... I thought you were a racist," said Babangida. 
 
    McCrae said nothing, just glaring at him. 
 
    There was a flash, and they were returned to their own cells. 
 
    "Fascinating," said Senderock again. "When it comes to matters of aggression, you have little more Xetan than the Lowers on the planet surface. In this area, we have evolved far beyond you." 
 
    "Of course you're more evolved," said Taylor. "You don't fight each other. You just make other people fight. That's much more civilized." 
 
    Senderock responded with a dry chuckle. 
 
    Taylor looked over at Bill in his cell. "Bill, are you all right? Did I hurt you?" 
 
    "No, sir, I'm fine. Sir... I'm so sorry...." 
 
    "No need to apologize," said Taylor. "We're all under duress here." 
 
    Bill looked at Taylor with newfound respect. This was more than he had expected of his Captain. 
 
    "I think I do need to apologize, sir," said Carey. "These aliens magnified our aggressive instincts. But they had to come from somewhere, they had to have something to work with. I resented that you took command away from Commander Gorsky. I resented that I was demoted to second officer. But... whatever my previous thoughts, I'm beginning to see that the Survey Service was right. You're at least as tough as the old man. Maybe tougher." 
 
    "Thank you, Bill," said Taylor, and they exchanges glances for a moment. 
 
    Meanwhile, Suki was worried about Jennifer Hale. "Jennifer, are you all right? I'm sorry I had to hit you," said Suki. 
 
    "No need to apologize," said Jennifer. "You kept your cool, and were able to restrain me. I'm grateful," she said, rubbing her neck. 
 
    "Grateful? Well, I'm not grateful!" This came from crewman Rudy Garrett, who was sporting a black eye and a scratched cheek. "You got us into this mess, Lieutenant! If you hadn't let them break you, the crew would never have been captured-" 
 
    "Hey, you're out of line, mister!" said Bill Carey. "The Lieutenant was tortured. How long would you have stood up under torture, Mr. Garrett? Not as long as her, I would expect." 
 
    Jennifer gave Carey an appreciative but weak smile. She did blame herself for what had happened. But she had done it all to save Taylor. To save him again. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "If you don't mind my saying so, you are very easy to talk to, for a Lower." 
 
    Victor smiled at Teldoc. "And you are very easy to talk to, for an evolved lifeform." 
 
    Victor's plan had worked. Almoxin and Terratin had been astonished by the elaborate information that Teldoc claimed to have extracted from Victor, which in reality had come from the Devonshire's database. 
 
    Almoxin looked over the information. "You got all this from the human... and he didn't resist?" 
 
    "Not at all," said Teldoc. 
 
    "How did you break him so easily?" Terratin asked. 
 
    "We just... talked," said Teldoc. 
 
    "Talked?" Terratin said. 
 
    "I tried a new interrogation technique," said Teldoc. 
 
    "And what was that?" Almoxin asked. 
 
    "Kindness," said Teldoc. 
 
    Almoxin frowned. "Kindness has never worked before. Where did you get the idea to try kindness?" 
 
    "I... I just thought of it, myself," said Teldoc. 
 
    Almoxin's frown deepened. "Your methods are unorthodox, Teldoc. Still... one cannot deny the results." She reviewed more of the data. 
 
    "So... may I continue to train him?" 
 
    Almoxin looked at Terratin. Their big eyes met for a long moment. Then Terratin's eyebrows lifted, and so did Almoxin's. "Very well. I suppose it could make an interesting side experiment. Perhaps a notable footnote to the overall effort." 
 
    "Thank you, Keeper," said Teldoc. 
 
    "But," Almoxin looked at Teldoc. "We must see signs of further progress. If you have not turned this... Victor Bergman into an obedient slave in a suitable time, he will be returned to the main experiment." 
 
    "I understand," said Teldoc. 
 
    And so Teldoc gained custody over Victor. They spent time every day talking about each others' cultures. 
 
    "You say you are schooled for fifteen or twenty years? And yet you learn so little!" said Teldoc. 
 
    "It's a gradual process, Teldoc. Remember, you are eight million years ahead of us. From our perspective, human knowledge is only 200,000 years old. We are still in scientific infancy, so to speak," said Victor. 
 
    "Yes, I see." Teldoc found talking to Victor very easy. Easier, ironically, than talking to other Ascended. Especially Sithro.  
 
    "And this Survey Service... you are travelers?" 
 
    "Explorers. The best our people have to offer," said Victor. "There is the military branch, of course. I and my colleagues here are in the scientific branch. We have some of the scientists on our planet." 
 
    "We value science too," said Teldoc. "On Chanda, science is everything." 
 
    "What do you mean by everything?" 
 
    "Just as I have said," said Teldoc. "Everything. Our position in society is determined by our proficiency in science. We have 73 fields of scientific study. Nothing as simple as what you call medicine, physics, or chemistry, of course. Our fields of study explore the true nature of the universe." 
 
    "Can you explain one of them?" 
 
    Teldoc paused. "It is hard... you do not have the words for it... but one of the fields explores the rightness of life." 
 
    "The rightness?" 
 
    Teldoc shook his head. "I cannot find the word for it. We explore the biology of life, to find what is right, and what is not." 
 
    "We don't view life as right or wrong. It simply is," said Victor.  
 
    "It is hard to explain," said Teldoc. "But ultimately that is what these experiments are all about. To find out what was right about the past, so we can determine what is right for the future." 
 
    "You mean by planned genetic evolution?" 
 
    "Of course," said Teldoc. 
 
    "Fascinating," said Victor. "But tell me-" 
 
    They were interrupted by the arrival of another Ascended. The newcomer was taller than Teldoc, and had a deeper voice. 
 
    "Teldoc! I heard you were training a new slave," said the newcomer. 
 
    "Y-yes, Sithro. This is-" 
 
    "Names of Lowers do not matter," said Sithro. "What have you trained it to do?" 
 
    "I... I am still extracting information." 
 
    Sithro looked around. "How? I see no restraints. I see no coercive stimuli." 
 
    "I am trying a new approach," said Teldoc. 
 
    "And what is that?" Sithro asked. 
 
    "Just asking questions." 
 
    Sithro gave a big laugh. "No wonder you are always behind those from your own launch group. You always try to do things the hard way! Well, suit yourself. By the way, Celesta was asking for you." 
 
    "She was?" Victor noted the interest in Teldoc's face. 
 
    "Yes. I told her that you were busy with these... experiments," said Sithro. "Don't worry, I kept her well stimulated in your absence." 
 
    "How understanding of you," said Teldoc. 
 
    Sithro stared at him with big bug eyes. "Listen, would you like a game of mindpower?" 
 
    "No, I don't think so," said Teldoc. 
 
    "Come on!" said Sithro. 
 
    "No, Sithro. It always gives me a headache." 
 
    "How do you expect to reproduce if you won't play mindpower?" 
 
    "Perhaps I'll solve Celesta's equation." 
 
    Sithro laughed. "That's not very likely." He gave Victor a long stare for a moment. Victor shifted uncomfortably. "Well, I'll leave you to your experiment... or whatever it is you're really doing." He turned and left. 
 
    Victor didn't have to see the frown on Teldoc's face or his balled up hand to know that he was unhappy. "What was that all about?" Victor asked. 
 
    "It is what I was telling you. Scientific status is everything. You must attain a high enough position in a scientific circle to find a female who will mate with you," said Teldoc.  
 
    "That is the only way to attract a mate?" Victor asked. 
 
    "No. There is also mindpower." Teldoc waved a hand, and a holographic image appeared. It showed two men, with a floating ball between their heads, and their faces wrapped in concentration. Inside the ball were two floating energies, battling with each other. To the side stood a woman, watching. 
 
    "This is mindpower. Two men battle each other in the mindsphere. The one with the stronger mental energies wins." 
 
    "Wins what?" 
 
    "An encounter with a female," said Teldoc. 
 
    Victor smiled. "It reminds me of deer." 
 
    "Deer?" 
 
    "When deer compete for mates, they press their antlers against each other. The ones with the biggest, strongest antlers win." He saw the confused look on Teldoc's face. "Antlers are kind of like... bones." 
 
    "Yes. The ones with the biggest bones win. I understand. Our system is like that, except it is brainpower, not bone size, which attracts the females." 
 
    "Yours is truly a unique culture," said Victor. 
 
    "Thank you," said Teldoc. 
 
    "Do you like this girl? The one called Celesta?" 
 
    "Yes," said Teldoc, and at that moment Victor learned that the Ascended were capable of blushing. "But I cannot solve her equation." 
 
    "Her equation?" 
 
    "Another way of earning the right to mate. Females promulgate an equation or theorem which has to be solved or proved. Celesta has given me several equations, but thus far I have been unable to solve them." Teldoc hung his head. 
 
    "Several equations?" said Victor. "It sounds like she is interested in you." 
 
    "I think so," said Teldoc. "But thus far, Sithro has monopolized her time. He has... solved her equations several times." 
 
    "Oh. I see," said Victor. 
 
    And he did. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The interrogations of the scientists continued. Of the eleven remaining scientists, five were pressured into breaking down easily. All it took was a few jabs of pain stimulus. They cooperated, answering any questions put to them by their interrogators. The other six, lead by Elizabeth, were more resistant. They endured the pain jabs, but refused to answer questions of strategic or military significance. 
 
    And then the interrogation ended  and the forcefield came down, and they were free to mingle with each other in the center chamber. 
 
    Elizabeth worried for Victor. It had been several hours and he still had not returned yet. She had asked Almoxin about him, but had been told that Victor "was no longer her concern." That brought a chill down her spine. Had Victor been killed? 
 
    He had said he was going to cooperate, but Elizabeth knew Victor better than that. He had something planned. Probably to try and pump information from Teldoc. She only hoped that Victor was not harmed. 
 
    She sensed tension beginning to form among the scientists, among the ones who had cooperated more than the others. She heard Wade Tanner and Barbara Wells arguing. 
 
    "What's the point?" Barbara Wells said. "Everything I'm telling them is old news. Eight million years old. What are they going to do with it?" 
 
    "They could be planning an invasion," said Wade Tanner. 
 
    "An invasion of the past?" Barbara Wells snorted. "Wouldn't changing the timeline wipe themselves out?" 
 
    "Yes, if these really are evolved humans," said Wade. "But what if they're not? What if they're aliens from another planet? We shouldn't be cooperating with them." 
 
    "You make your choice Wade, and I'll make mine. I'm a scientist, not a soldier," said Wells. 
 
    "Technically, as a member of the Survey Service, you're both," said Elizabeth sharply. "And I gave you a direct order, Barbara, not to cooperate with them." 
 
    "Maybe you like pain, Elizabeth, but I don't," said Barbara. "You can play the hero. Not me." 
 
    Elizabeth looked at Vincent Roman, who looked away. 
 
    When Vincent's turn had come, he had cooperated quickly, joining the ranks of the collaborators. He saw the look of disappointment in Elizabeth's eyes. He knew he had let her down. But he wasn't a soldier. All it took was a single pain jab for him to fold. He answered their questions readily, and felt like he had let her down. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Tensions between the two camps got worse when their food arrived. Cups of red cubes appeared in front of each of them. But it quickly became apparent that those who cooperated got twice as much food as those who didn't. At first, this merely annoyed those who resisted. 
 
    But after several days of this, the resistors started to go hungry. People who cooperated got 12 food cubes, twice a day, which was barely enough to keep hunger in check. Resistors got six. 
 
    Food cups appeared in front of them. Wade Tanner quickly swallowed down his six cubes. He still felt hungry. He looked over at Vincent Roman, who had twelve, and was just starting on his first one. "Vincent, give me some of your cubes." 
 
    "No," said Vincent. 
 
    "Give me!" Wade yelled. He grabbed for his cup, and the food cubes went scattering to the floor. Everyone scrambled for them. Scientists started to kick and push each other out of the way for a measly food cube. Above them, on the second story, Elizabeth could see the Ascended looking down on them, watching. 
 
    "Stop!" Elizabeth yelled, at the top of her lungs. 
 
    Everyone froze.  
 
    "Look at you! Just look at you!" said Elizabeth. "On your hands and knees. Pushing and shoving like animals! Are you Survey Service scientists, or are you cattle?"  
 
    Her words shamed them, at least some of them. 
 
    "They have more food than we do, Elizabeth. It's not fair," said Wade Tanner. But he knew his words sounded whining in his own ears. 
 
    "Life isn't fair, Wade," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "But they got more food for collaborating. It's not right," said Wade. 
 
    "No, it isn't," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "So let us take their excess, and redistribute it," said Wade. 
 
    "No, we won't," said Elizabeth.  
 
    "Why not?" Wade cried. 
 
    "Because it's actually what they want. For us to fight among ourselves," said Elizabeth. "That's the purpose of this entire exercise, I believe. And we're playing right into their hands. I am your commander, and you will listen to me. The food that every person gets is their own property. They can do with it as they will. If they want to share it, they can. If they want to eat it all, they can do that as well. It's each person's decision. I will have no more fist fights over food, do you hear me?" 
 
    No one answered her, but they all looked down. Her authority had been reestablished. 
 
    The next time food materialized, no one grabbed for someone else's food. But they did ask. 
 
    "Please, Midge?" said Susan McClure. "I'm hungry." 
 
    "I'm hungry too," said Midge Watson, feeling all eyes on her as she rapidly gobbled her food cubes. 
 
    "Just one, Midge, please, just one," Susan pleaded. 
 
    Midge shook her head. 
 
    "All right Susan. I'll give you one," said Barbara Wells. She was hungry, but she felt guilty, and her heart was breaking for poor Susan. 
 
    "Really?" said Susan, rushing over to her. So did the other resistors who had gotten less food. Barbara shrunk back. 
 
    "All right," said Barbara. She reached out to hand Susan a food cube. Susan snatched it from her and eagerly put it in her mouth.  
 
    "Give me one too, Barbara," said Wade Tanner. 
 
    "And one for me," said Bruce Anderson. 
 
    "No... no...." said Barbara. But then they were grabbing for her food cup, and it went spilling, and soon they were rolling on the ground, fighting each other for a single food cube, resistors and collaborators alike. 
 
    After that, none of the collaborators volunteered to give up a food cube. Never again. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "You will find this next test much more pleasant, Captain Taylor," said Arnack's voice. 
 
    "I'm so relieved to hear that," said Taylor dryly. "By the way, where is the rest of my crew?" 
 
    "They are all here, and well cared for, Captain." 
 
    "Being experimented on, you mean." 
 
    "Yes, that is exactly what I mean," said Arnack. 
 
    "Why are there no scientists with us?" 
 
    "They are part of a different kind of experiment, Captain," said Arnack. "But you had best be focused on your own efforts." 
 
    "Efforts to do what?" 
 
    Suddenly there was a flash of light, and Suki Tanaka appeared in his cell. Taylor looked around, and saw Karen Levenson had been transported to Bill Carey's cell, and Judy Russell had been put into Rudy Garrett's cell... 
 
    And it was boy, girl, boy, girl. 
 
    Taylor started to get an uneasy feeling what was going to happen next. 
 
    Senderock shook his large head. "This is no test. Males are naturally attracted to females. It will take little effort to get them to mate with each other," he said, sounding disgusted. 
 
    Taylor and Suki looked into each others' eyes, startled as they discovered what was expected of them. 
 
    "It is no such test," said Arnack. "The males will only be moderately stimulated. It is the females, who show greater restraint, who will be stimulated the most." 
 
    "We're not going to do it," Taylor yelled. "We're not going to perform for your amusement!" 
 
    But even as he said it, he saw Suki staring at him with lust in her eyes. 
 
    It didn't take much persuading to make Suki attracted to Taylor. She was already attracted to him, strongly so. All she had to do was to overcome her inhibitions. 
 
    Captain's girl... you can be the Captain's girl, Captain's girl... he's so sexy... Taylor is so sexy, so very sexy.... 
 
    And Suki believed it, because it was true. Ever since he first stepped onto the bridge. she had been attracted to those green eyes and dark haired smiles and broad shoulders and big chest. Suki knew, somehow, that there was something going on, or something that had gone on, between the Captain and Jennifer Hale, and knew that under normal circumstances that she wouldn't have a chance with him... but circumstances were far from normal here. 
 
    Captain's girl, Captain's girl... you can be the Captain's girl again. 
 
    The thought would have repelled her under other circumstances, but right now Suki found it powerfully appealing.  
 
    Suki took a step towards Taylor.  
 
    Taylor took a step back. "Fight it, Suki." 
 
    "I don't want to fight it," Suki smiled. She wrapped her arms around him, and drew him close. "Captain... my deeeear Captain...." 
 
    Taylor cast a quick glance over at Jennifer's cell. For some reason, Jennifer was the only woman in their group who hadn't been paired off with a man. Taylor was grateful for that, but didn't know the reason why she had been spared. If anything he should have been the one to be paired off with- 
 
    He felt Suki's lips pressing against his. 
 
    "No, Suki," he murmured. But he felt aroused. There was no denying it. Suki was an attractive woman, with round eyes and long, dark, hair. Suddenly he felt a burning need, deep within himself.  
 
    "Don't you find me attractive, Captain?" she said, with dark eyes. 
 
    Taylor did. There was no doubt about that.  
 
    "Yes, but-" 
 
    "Then let it happen," She said. She kissed him. He felt her warm bodty pressing against him through her shirt. "Just let it happen." 
 
    She was so attractive. 
 
    The same scene was being repeated in cells all around him. In Bill Carey's cell, Karen Levenson was pressing against him, telling him practically the same thing. 
 
    "But I'm married," said Bill. 
 
    "Shhh.. shsssh... that was millions of years ago," said Karen, removing his shirt without much resistance. She smiled as she felt his hairy chest. 
 
    "But it's not right," Bill insisted. 
 
    "It is all right," said Karen, her eyes filled with lust. "It's all going to be all right." She pressed her lips against his. 
 
    Suki started to strip Taylor of the rest of his clothes: first his shoes, then his pants. Every time he started to object, she kissed him. Then she took off her own clothes.  
 
    They made love. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Suki looked at Taylor adoringly. Something that should never have happened did, and things between them would be different forever. And then there was a flash and she was returned to her cell, as they all were. He felt her eyes on him as they all got dressed. 
 
    "This was no challenge at all," Arnack complained. "Even Captain Margaret Astor of the Aurora had more restraint than you did, Captain Taylor. Frankly, I'm disappointed in you." 
 
    "I'm so sorry you're disappointed," said Taylor, with a grim voice that suggested the opposite. He looked over at Jennifer. He could see the hurt in her face. 
 
    Technically, they weren't lovers. They had never made love. In fact, Jennifer was married to someone else, to another man named Michael. But there was a bond between them, and that bond had been shaken by what had just occurred. 
 
    As Suki's head started to clear, and the alien's influence started to clear from her head, she realized what she had done. She had seduced her own Captain in front of her crew and had made love to him! And even worse, she had told him about... about.... She shook her head. "Captain, are you all right?" she said anxiously. The effects of whatever Arnack had done to her were wearing off now. 
 
    "I'm fine," Taylor said. 
 
    "Captain I'm so... so... sorry," said Suki, as her head cleared. "I didn't think... I didn't mean....." 
 
    "It's all right, Ensign," said Taylor. He knew she felt bad, and he didn't want her to feel guilty about it. "Of all the torture we've experienced so far, this was the most... endurable."  
 
    Suki gave him a little smile, which made him feel better, but there was also something about her smile that also discomforted him… there was no longer shame in that smile, but also… could it be… flirtatiousness? 
 
    All the crewwomen who had seduced men felt it necessary to apologize to them. But not all the men who had been seduced felt the need for an apology. 
 
    "There's no need to apologize," Rudy Garrett told Judy Russell. "It was quite... nice, actually." 
 
    And then it was Judy Russell's turn to blush. 
 
    "Are you really attracted to me, like you said?" Rudy asked. 
 
    Judy turned away. 
 
    "I didn't think so," said Rudy. 
 
    Taylor tried not to look at Jennifer. But secretly he was worried. Why hadn't they made Jennifer a part of this experiment? He wondered if they had another use in mind for her. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    After several days, the disparity in the food rations of the scientists ended. Those who collaborated got the same rations as those who resisted--only six small red cubes per meal. 
 
    "Why?" Vincent whined, to no one in particular. 
 
    Suddenly they heard the voice of Almoxin. "You must do more to prove your value." 
 
    "What must I do?" Vincent said, looking up at the second floor, where he saw Almoxin, staring down at him with those big egg yolk eyes. 
 
    "You must offer your allegiance to the Ascended, and willingly become our slaves." 
 
    Vincent's jaw dropped open. "No," he said. 
 
    Wade Tanner gave a bitter laugh. "So you broke down and collaborated, and this is what you've got for it." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Another day passed, with everyone on half rations. When Almoxin saw that starvation alone wasn't changing minds, she turned to pain. She jabbed each of them with pain in different parts of their bodies. 
 
    "Say it!" Almoxin shouted, her giant bug eyes blazing.  
 
    Elizabeth shook her head. But then she cried out with pain. 
 
    "Say it!" Almoxin demanded. 
 
    Elizabeth cried out again. 
 
    "Just say it!" Almoxin said again. 
 
    Everyone watched, wide-eyed, as Elizabeth dropped to the floor, sobbing. 
 
    "Is everyone here as brave as your commander?" Almoxin asked. "It is just words. Say the words, and end the pain. Vincent, say it!" 
 
    Vincent looked at Elizabeth. He saw her, on her hands and knees, slowly shaking her head. "No, Vincent," she whispered. 
 
    "Say it!" Almoxin barked. His big egg yolk eyes burned into Vincent's head. 
 
    "I... I...." 
 
    "Go on!" 
 
    "I...." Vincent suddenly felt something like a needle going through his belly. He screamed. "I am a slave! I am your slave!" 
 
    "Good," said Almoxin. "Very good." 
 
    Suddenly Vincent started to smile. His head fell back and he giggled. 
 
    "What are you doing to him?" Elizabeth demanded. 
 
    "He is being rewarded. It feels good, doesn't it, Vincent?" 
 
    "Yes, yes, it feels good," Vincent. He felt a wave of orgasmic pleasure, all over his body. It was like he was getting a nude massage. It was so warm, and soft, and comforting. 
 
    "Tell us, Vincent, what are you?" 
 
    "Your slave," said Vincent. "I am your slave." He found himself staring at Elizabeth's small but firm chest sticking out of her Survey Service blouse. She snarled at him, and Vincent turned away. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    After Almoxin broke Vincent, the other collaborators fell into line, one by one. All it took was a few jabs of pain, and before long six of the eleven scientists were declaring their loyalty to the Ascended. 
 
    Elizabeth watched in horror as six men and women who she had respected and admired betrayed their Survey Service oaths and their planet. There were only five of them left now, herself and Wade Tanner and Susan McClure and Bruce Anderson and Norman Thompson. The tension between the two groups was so thick now that one could almost cut it with a knife. It was even worse when the collaborators started getting more food again. 
 
    Wade Tanner saw that Carl Parker had twice the food cubes that did. "Give me some of your food, you lousy traitor!" 
 
    "No!" Carl yelled. The food cubes went flying, and they started to fight each other. Elizabeth tried to separate them, but they were too strong. Finally she and Bruce Anderson grabbed Wade while Barbara Wells and Vincent Roman held onto Carl. 
 
    "You lousy traitor! When we get back home the Survey Service will execute you!" Wade yelled, even as his arms were pinned down by Elizabeth and Bruce Anderson. 
 
    "That's enough!" Elizabeth cried. "You're right about one thing, Wade! If there's any justice to dispense, it will be done by the Survey Service, and not you" She glared at Wade. "And if I ever see you touch another member of this science team again, I will have you court martialed myself. Do you understand me?" 
 
    Wade just glared at her. 
 
    "Most interesting," said Almoxin. "By this time, Head Scientist Regina Tang of the Aurora had already conceded, as did her entire scientific staff." 
 
    "Head Scientist Regina Tang did not seem to have the leadership qualities of Doctor Elizabeth Shaw," Terratin observed. 
 
    "Head Scientist Regina Tang was ranked as a Lieutenant Commander in the Survey Service Reserves; Head Scientist Elizabeth Shaw is ranked as a full Commander; perhaps that suggests greater leadership ability, and greater ability to inspire restraint among others," said Almoxin. 
 
    "Interesting. We must study the concept of primitive leadership hierarchy as it relates to resistance further," said Terratin. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Conditions only got worse. Not only were the new slaves required to declare their allegiance to the Ascended, they were required to dress the part as well. A silver collar and a single piece of black leotard materialized in front of each collaborator. 
 
    "What is this?" said Vincent, picking up the collar and leotard. 
 
    "The attire of slaves," said Almoxin. "You will put it on now. Slaves will disrobe, and put on the required attire, or suffer punishment." 
 
    The collaborators looked reluctantly at each other. They had no choice. They started to get undressed. 
 
    Vincent took off his clothing first, aware of all eyes on him. He removed his shirt and then his pants and then. He gulped and quickly put on the black leotard. It was tight, very tight, as if it were made for a woman.  
 
    The others started to change clothing once Vincent had broken the ice.  
 
    Midge whimpered as she put the collar around her neck... and snapped it shut. She immediately tried to unsnap it. It would not budge. 
 
    "It doesn't come off," Midge cried. 
 
    "Of course not," said Almoxin. "Not for slaves." 
 
    Everyone had put their collar, except for Vincent. He had been toying with his, trying to delay the inevitable. 
 
    "Put it on, Vincent," said Almoxin. 
 
    "You heard the lady," said Wade. "Put it on, slave." 
 
    Vincent looked desperately at Elizabeth. She wouldn't even look at him anymore. Vincent reached up with trembling hands and put the collar around his neck. He felt/heard it click into place. 
 
    "What a good little boy," said Wade mockingly. "I can't wait to see what is in store for you slaves next." 
 
    "Observe!" 
 
    There was a flash of light, and Almoxin and Terratin appeared before them, wearing grey robes. Elizabeth was taken aback by their giant eyes, big foreheads, and most of all, Almoxin's sinister smile. 
 
    "Welcome, slaves!" said Almoxin. "You will now address me as master! On your knees, slaves! On your knees!" 
 
    The six scientists got on their knees. They looked especially pathetic and worn out, each with a silver collar around their neck and wearing nothing but black leotard.  
 
    "What are you?" Almoxin asked. 
 
    "Your slaves," said the former scientists.  
 
    "Who do you serve?" Almoxin asked. 
 
    "You, Master!" they said with one voice. 
 
    "So obedient," said Terratin. 
 
    "Such excellent progress," said Almoxin.  
 
    "Much more quickly than the crew of the Aurora," said Terratin smugly. 
 
    "With the ones we have broken, yes," said Almoxin. "Slaves! We are going to use you, your knowledge, and your experience. We are going back in time to conquer your precious Earth, your Survey Service. Will you willingly help us?' 
 
    Vincent bit his lip. But he said, "Yes, Master!" along with the rest. 
 
    "Will you help us to conquer the Earth in your time period?" 
 
    "Yes, Master!" 
 
    "Will you give us information to betray your precious Survey Service?" 
 
    "Yes, Master!" they cried. 
 
    That was too much for Wade. "Why, you little traitors!" he yelled. He sprang for Vincent. Vincent shrank back, but Wade collapsed to the ground, writhing in pain, before he had taken three steps.  
 
    "Obedience is rewarded," said Almoxin dispassionately. "Resistance is punished." She turned to Elizabeth. "What do you think?" 
 
    "You must be feeling very proud of yourself, to have intimidated a group of docile scientists," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "We are. This is another form of restraint we are testing for. Restraint in abandoning your stated ideals. Your resistance is markedly low. You surrender your values so easily. This has all the makings of a truly remarkable experiment," said Almoxin. He waved a hand, and all the slaves disappeared in a flash of light. 
 
    "Where have you taken my people?" Elizabeth cried out. 
 
    "They are no longer your people, or your concern. They are our slaves. As you soon will be," said Almoxin. She stared at Elizabeth with those giant eyes for a long moment... and then Almoxin and Terratin disappeared in another flash of light. 
 
    Elizabeth went over to Wade. "Are you all right?" 
 
    Wade nodded, sitting up. 
 
    "None of this makes any sense," said Susan McClure. "I mean, of course they can break us. But what use would we be in an invasion of Earth? Why would they even want to invade Earth in the past?" 
 
    "I don't know," said Elizabeth. "I'm more worried about where they took our people." 
 
    "What do you think they are doing to them?" 
 
    "If I had to guess, I'd say more intensive brainwashing," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "Brainwashing?" Wade snorted. "They have already declared themselves to be slaves. What more brainwashing to they need?" 
 
    "I don't know," said Elizabeth, wrapping her hands around herself as she looked around. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
      
 
    "It's all about allegiance," said Teldoc. "Testing your level of restraint in abandoning your principles under pressure." 
 
    "I rather thought so," said Victor. 
 
    "It all goes back to Xetan, of course," said Teldoc. "The purpose of these experiments is to test your allegiance, to your Survey Service, to your Earth, to your crewmates." 
 
    "And the more pressure you put on us, and the more we resist straying-" 
 
    "The more Xetan you have," said Teldoc. "And conversely, the easier you are made to stray-" 
 
    "The less Xetan we have," said Victor. 
 
    "Exactly," said Teldoc. 
 
    "My fellow crewmembers... I take it they are going through... unpleasant experiences?" said Victor. 
 
    "Yes," said Teldoc. 
 
    "I wish I could help them," said Victor pointedly. 
 
    "It was all I could do to help you," said Teldoc. 
 
    "And I thank you for it," said Victor. "From what you tell me, if we could convince the Keepers that we have Xetan, they would see us as equals, and let us go. Is that correct?" 
 
    Teldoc frowned mightily. "I do not believe the Keepers could ever view you as equals... but, if you could show sufficient Xetan, yes, they might be persuaded to let you go. Perhaps." 
 
    "How can we then persuade the Keepers that we have Xetan?" Victor asked. 
 
    "I do not think it is possible," said Teldoc.  "And you should be more focused on your own peril." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Almoxin and Terratin have been inquiring about your progress. They are skeptical of my... methods, and want further evidence that you have fully abandoned your allegiance to your ship and crew. If we do not satisfy them, you will be put back into the experiment." 
 
    Victor shrugged. "What would satisfy them?" 
 
    "Statements that you have abandoned your Survey Service, and will serve the Ascended." 
 
    "That's simple enough," said Victor, with a smile. "Take me to them." He got up. 
 
    Teldoc held out a restraining hand. "Wait." 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "When you confess your allegiance... you cannot be so... so...." 
 
    "So what, Teldoc?" 
 
    Teldoc struggled to find the right word. "So cheerful about it." 
 
    Victor smiled again. "I’ll try to restrain my enthusiasm." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Victor knelt before a group of Ascended, with his head bowed. He wore only a control collar and black leotard, the trappings of a lowly slave. 
 
    "What are you?" Almoxin intoned. 
 
    "Your slave, Master," said Victor, with a defeated expression on his face. 
 
    "What is your purpose?" 
 
    "To help you defeat the Survey Service and to conquer the Earth." 
 
    Almoxin glanced at Teldoc. He had been suspicious about Teldoc's reported progress. But the scientist Victor Berman did seem to have been thoroughly broken. 
 
    "In fact, Master, I have some ideas on how your invasion can be even more successful," said Victor. 
 
    "You do?" said Almoxin. 
 
    "Yes," said Victor. "Simply go back in time three hundred years before we left. We wouldn't even have spaceships then. We would be totally defenseless." 
 
    Almoxin was impressed. Not only was this being totally enslaved, but he was enthusiastically offering suggestions on how his race would be conquered. 
 
    "We humans are a lowly people," said Victor. "We respect those with power and authority. Once you show us your power, many of us will welcome being your slaves with open arms." 
 
    There was a murmuring among the Ascended. Never had they seen a slave so eager to be enslaved! Teldoc worried that perhaps Victor was overacting, but Almoxin looked pleased. 
 
    "You have done exemplary work with this test subject, Teldoc," said Almoxin. "I will add four science status points to your halo." 
 
    "Four points? Thank you, Keeper!" said Teldoc. 
 
    "I want you to produce a thorough report on all your methods that led to this result. It could be invaluable." 
 
    "Yes, Keeper, at once." 
 
    Almoxin turned to Terratin, and gestured to Victor. "Transport this slave back to the experiment. He can serve as an inspirational role model for the others." 
 
    "No!" Teldoc cried. 
 
    "No?" said Almoxin. "You dare say no to me, Teldoc?" 
 
    Teldoc started to shake. "I just meant... I wanted to keep this subject, for a while longer." 
 
    "Why?" said Almoxin. "Your task is complete. He is thoroughly broken." 
 
    "Yes, he is, but there is still much to learn," said Teldoc. "I want to perform a brainscan of his mind, to observe similarities and differences from the other test subjects." He saw the beginnings of hesitancy in Almoxin's face. "The results could prove invaluable in future experiments." 
 
    Almoxin considered for a moment. "Very well, Teldoc. But do not delay too long. I want this one back in the main experiment soon." 
 
    "Of course, Keeper." 
 
    When they returned to the chamber they had talked before in, Victor said, "Thank you." 
 
    "You are welcome," said Teldoc. "But we do not have much time. Soon they will return you to the main experiment. I cannot delay them much longer." 
 
    "Well, then we will have to think of something, won't we?" said Victor. "Now, can you help me get this collar off?" 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, Elizabeth realized a new experiment had begun. She was lying down on the floor, trying to sleep. Suddenly, she felt a sharp pain in her belly. "Ow!" she said. 
 
    "What's wrong?" Norman Thompson asked. 
 
    "I just felt... a sudden pain...." 
 
    "Are you all right now?" 
 
    "I think so." 
 
    They all settled down again. But Wade Tanner was the next one to cry out. 
 
    They quickly figured it out. Their brainwaves were being monitored. Whenever they felt close to sleep, they would receive a sharp pain. 
 
    "Sleep deprivation," said Elizabeth. "That's very, very old fashioned." 
 
    "But effective," said Wade. "How long can we go without sleep?" 
 
    "I get the feeling we're about to find out," said Elizabeth. 
 
    Since there was no natural sunlight in the chamber, it was impossible to know how long it went on. But it seemed to go on for a long time. Every time one of them would feel the need to sleep, they would get a sharp jolt. 
 
    Elizabeth became very weary after she received one jolt after another. "What do you want?" she cried out 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    "They are just torturing us for the sake of torture," said Susan McClure, who was as red eyed as she was. 
 
    "No, there's a purpose to it," said Elizabeth, trying desperately to stay awake. 
 
    And then there was a flash of light, and the others reappeared... the scientists who had collaborated. They were all still dressed in control collars and black leotards. 
 
    Elizabeth watched with heavy eyes as they paired off, one of them going to each one of the resistors. Vincent came over to Elizabeth. 
 
    "Vincent," she mumbled. "So tired." 
 
    "I know, Elizabeth," said Vincent. "I can help you." 
 
    "Help," said Elizabeth. "Yes, help." Suddenly she became aware of something. Vincent was trying to take off her clothes.  "What're you doing?" 
 
    "Trying to help," said Vincent. 
 
    Elizabeth's eyes widened, and she saw Vincent had a collar and black leotard in his hands. "No!" 
 
    "It's the only way," said Vincent, reaching for her pants. 
 
    Elizabeth pushed him away and got up. She looked at the others. Each of the resistor had someone undressing them. Wade Tanner and Bruce Anderson had pushed their helpers away, but Susan McClure and Norman Thompson were letting themselves be undressed. 
 
    Elizabeth tried to go over to Susan, who was being undressed by Midge Watson. "Get 'way from her." She felt a stab of pain, however, and fell to her knees. 
 
    Vincent grabbed her and wrapped his arms around her. "You have to let it happen, Elizabeth. It's the only way." 
 
    "No," said Elizabeth feebly. 
 
    She watched as Susan and Bruce were undressed, and then helped into the black leotard. Then Midge Watson put a collar around Susan's neck, and Barbara Wells put one around Norman's. They clicked into place. 
 
    "Now say it," said Midge, pumping Susan's hand. "What are you?" 
 
    "Susan, no!" said Elizabeth. 
 
    "A slave," said Susan. She looked over at Elizabeth with tired eyes. "I'm sorry, Elizabeth. I need to sleep!" 
 
    "And who do you obey?" Midge asked. 
 
    "The masters," said Susan softly. 
 
    On the other side of the room Elizabeth saw Norman repeating the same words. 
 
    There was a flash of light, and Almoxin and Terratin appeared. "Well, what progress do we have here?" Almoxin asked. "It looks like we have nine out of twelve." 
 
    Elizabeth's mind was foggy. "Twelve?" she mumbled. 
 
    "Your friend Victor has joined us. He was the first to enslave himself, actually," said Almoxin. 
 
    "No," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "Yes," said Almoxin. "We are making excellent progress. There are only three of you left." 
 
    "I think Doctor Shaw is the key," said Terratin. "Once we break her, the other two will concede as well." 
 
    "That seems like a reasonable hypothesis," said Almoxin. She turned to Elizabeth and stared at her with big egg yolk eyes. "Don't you agree, Elizabeth?" 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Victor didn't think that Celesta was very pretty, but it was obvious that Teldoc did by the way he stared at her. 
 
    "So this is your little experiment that has been keeping you so busy," said Celesta, running a hand across Victor's shoulder. Victor, in slave dress, was on his knees with his head bowed. "It seems you have him thoroughly cowed." 
 
    "Yes," said Sithro, speaking before Teldoc could answer. "I heard the Keepers were quite impressed. You put on quite a show for them, Teldoc," he said, fixing Teldoc with a big eyed stare. 
 
    "All in the name of science," said Teldoc. 
 
    "All in the name of science," they repeated. 
 
    "I never get to see you," said Celesta, turning to Teldoc. "Have you solved my latest equation?" She fluttered her eyes at him, and ran a hand along his arm. 
 
    "I... I... I haven't had the time," said Teldoc. 
 
    "A pity," Celesta said. 
 
    Sithro laughed. "Teldoc, you haven't had the time to solve any of Celesta's equations. One might get the impression that you are incapable of solving them." 
 
    "That's not true," said Teldoc. 
 
    "Then solve this one, Teldoc," said Celesta. A long equation suddenly appeared in the air. 
 
    Teldoc looked at the equation. It was a dimensional proof. He had never been good with dimensional proofs. He stared at the equation for a long moment. 
 
    "He can't solve it," said Sithro. 
 
    "I can. I just need a moment," said Teldoc, staring at it further. 
 
    Sithro went behind Celesta, and started to whisper into her ear. Celesta laughed. 
 
    "Well, Teldoc?" 
 
    "I... I..." 
 
    "I, I is not the answer," Sithro said. Celesta laughed again. 
 
    Sithro sighed. "I'll give it to you." And suddenly another equation appeared below it. 
 
    "That's the answer!" said Celesta. 
 
    "You keep making them easier and easier for him. But he never gets it," said Sithro. He held out his hand. "Time for my reward?" 
 
    "I guess so," said Celesta reluctantly, taking his hand. She turned to Teldoc. "It was nice seeing you, Teldoc. And you too, experimental subject." 
 
    Victor gave a merry wave as Sithro, now with an arm around Celesta, escorted her out. As Victor got to his feet and sat in a chair, he saw Teldoc fuming. 
 
    "Remember, Teldoc. You must show Xetan," said Victor. 
 
    "I'd like to show Sithro Xetan," said Teldoc. 
 
    "I'm glad to see that some things haven't changed in eight million years," said Victor. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "There is still competition for females. Oh, it takes different forms here, but the flavor is still the same," said Victor. 
 
    "I want Celesta so badly," Teldoc whispered. 
 
    "And she wants you," said Victor. 
 
    "You think so?" 
 
    "Isn't it obvious? Who else has she been making her equations easier and easier for?" Victor said. 
 
    "I'm just... not that kind of intelligent. My skills run more along the lines of behavioral science, and Lower neuroanthropology." 
 
    "Then show her your kind of intelligence," said Victor. 
 
    "I don't see how," said Teldoc. 
 
    Victor though a moment. The beginnings of an idea started to appear in his head. "If you can't solve her equation, have her solve yours." 
 
    Teldoc looked confused. "That's not the way it works here. Women make equations to give access to their bodies, not men." 
 
    "Who is to say how anything works? You developed a whole new method of interrogation, called kindness. Something no one ever thought to try. And look how successful that was." 
 
    "Yes, but this is different." 
 
    "No different," said Victor, shaking his head. "Go to Celesta, and tell her if she wants your body, she has to solve your equation." 
 
    "Do you think she will?" Teldoc looked uncertain. 
 
    Victor grinned. "It's obvious. All she needs is an excuse. Give her one. Just... don't make it too difficult." 
 
    "I won't," said Teldoc. "I'll try it, Victor. But... if it works, I can't tell her where the idea came from." 
 
    "My lips are sealed," said Victor. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "So you inflicted pain when Lowers relieve themselves, to see how long they could delay their release. Hardly a novel experiment," said Senderock, not bothering to hide the contempt in his voice. 
 
    "It's a standard behavioral experiment," said Arnack. 
 
    "And that's your problem," said Senderock. "You do all the standard experiments. Where is your creativity? Where is your imagination?" 
 
    Taylor heard a giggle, and guessed that Prelnick was there too, somewhere. 
 
    "That's why I had you spare one of the females for my experiment, a much more interesting experiment," said Senderock. "A two level test of restraint." 
 
    "Two levels?" 
 
    "You shall see," said Senderock. 
 
    There was a flash, and Taylor found himself in the center chamber. With him was Jennifer, and Lieutenant Obongo Babangida. 
 
    "What madness have you planned now?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "You shall see," said Senderock. 
 
    Jennifer started to breathe more deeply. So did Babangida. 
 
    "What's happening?" said Taylor. 
 
    Jennifer smiled at Babangida. He smiled back at her. 
 
    "We shouldn't," Jennifer whispered. But she was smiling as she said it. 
 
    "We should," said Babangida. He went over, and took her in his arms. 
 
    Taylor's eyes widened as he realized what was happening. "No!" he cried. "Obongo! Get a hold of yourself!" 
 
    But Babangida wasn't listening. Both he and Jennifer were felt a burning need, to be together. As soon as Jennifer felt his strong lips press against hers, she knew she wasn't going to resist. She knew she couldn't resist.  
 
    "No!" Taylor cried, pulling Babangida away from her. "Control yourself!" he cried. 
 
    Babangida gave Taylor a strong shove, and moved to take Jennifer in his arms again. He needed to make love to Jennifer, and needed to do it right now! Nothing must be allowed to interfere! 
 
    Taylor lunged forward, and pushed Babangida away again. Babangida roared and punched Taylor in the stomach. Taylor felt like he had been hit by a compression gun. As he went down, Babangida lunged again, hitting him in the face.  
 
    Taylor fell to the ground, and the world faded for a moment. When it returned, they were on the ground, hugging  and kissing. 
 
    Taylor groaned and struggled to get up. He had to stop this from happening! Babangida was facing away from him, but Jennifer could see what he was doing. 
 
    "No, Michael!" she cried. "Stay down! Just stay down!" 
 
    Taylor couldn't believe what he was hearing 
 
    Jennifer cried, "Just let it happen, Michael! Just let it happen!" And then she closed her eyes and groaned with pleasure as Obongo worked on her body. 
 
    Just let it happen! 
 
    The words struck Taylor with more force than any punch. He lay there, weakly propped up on his elbow, as he watched Babangida and Jennifer perform the act of love. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    When it was over, they separated, looking very content.   
 
    But then Jennifer’s mind started to clear. She shook her head, and looked around as if awaking out of a dream.  "Oh my God! What did I just do? What did we just do-" 
 
    There was a flash, and they were back in their cells. Jennifer, looking mortified, scrambled to put on her clothes. Babangida did the same. 
 
    "That was so incredibly clever, Senderock!" said Prelnick. "I never saw such an interesting experiment with the Aurora crew." 
 
    "That's because it's never been done before," said Senderock smugly.  
 
    "You will have to come to my quarters tonight and explain how you thought of it," said Prelnick. 
 
    "So I will," said Senderock. 
 
    "This has been a very disappointing performance, Captain Taylor," said Arnack. "You responded with no more restraint than a wild animal. You are truly lacking in any elements of Xetan. I can see that you more closely resemble the Lowers than you do the Ascended." 
 
    Taylor said nothing. He just kept looking at Jennifer. Jennifer avoided his gaze. Jennifer had been influenced by the aliens... but she had seemed to actually enjoy it. 
 
    Just let it happen. 
 
    Taylor had thought that Jennifer loved him, that he was her secret love. Now he was no longer so sure. He was no longer sure of anything. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor didn't know how much more of this he or the crew, could endure this torture. Pain was only part of it. 
 
    None of the pain was permanent; any pain he endured would go away in minutes or seconds. But the memory of it would linger in his mind for days. Every time he felt a jolt of pain, of a needle through his belly, he would feel himself breaking down, just a little bit more. 
 
    But the pain was not merely physical. There was also the humiliation, the shame, and the strife that was being generated by these experiments. By now Taylor had figured out that they were doing more than merely testing their ability to restrain themselves; there was another, larger meta test going on. To break their devotion to each other. To drive them apart. 
 
    And it was working. He felt a wedge growing between himself and Jennifer, as well as Lieutenant Babangida. Crew members who had inadvertently given pain to other crew members found themselves the subject of resentment. Taylor could see it in their faces. He could feel it in their mood. 
 
    All except Bill Carey. Oddly enough, this awful experience had the unintended result of driving the two of them closer together. Taylor felt himself developing a mutual respect for his second officer, and felt the same from him.  
 
    It seemed impossible for each experiment to be worse than the one preceding it, but somehow it was. And the newest one, the brainchild of Senderock, was the worst of them all. 
 
    Podiums appeared in their cells, podiums with a button on them. When the podium lit up, they had three seconds to press the button. Pressing the button would inflict pain on whoever they were thinking of. If they refused to press the button, the pain would be inflicted on them. 
 
    "We're not playing your sick little game, Senderock," Taylor snapped. 
 
    "Really?" Senderock sounded very, very amused. "You may not play, Captain Taylor, but can you be so sure about the rest of your crew? Let us begin, and see!" 
 
    The first podium lit up. It was Taylor's. His pulse raced. He knew what it meant. But he refused to press the button.  
 
    He felt a stabbing pain in his head. He grabbed his head and screamed. It went on for a few seconds. Then it stopped. 
 
    Then Jennifer's podium lit up. She stared at it in horror. She refused to press the button. Soon she too was screaming. 
 
    They all resisted pressing the button on the first round. They all endured the pain rather than transfer it to someone else. 
 
    "All right," said Senderock. "What a great example of restraint from fine Survey Service officers! But will you be so valiant when the pain level is increased by... twenty percent?" 
 
    The second round begin. The pain did increase, but it felt more like fifty percent worse as Taylor screamed, grabbing his head again.  
 
    The others endured the pain. The pain felt so terrible to Suki, that her hand trembled over the button. But she didn't push it. 
 
    Crewman Rudy Garrett was the first to break. When he saw his podium turn bright he sobbed, and hit the button. Immediately, Lieutenant Babangida howled in pain. 
 
    When it was over, he glared at Rudy. "Why did you pick me, man?" 
 
    "I had to pick someone!" Rudy cried. 
 
    That broke the dam. Suddenly other crewmen started pressing the button when their turns came, and soon nearly everyone was doing it, everyone, predictably, except Taylor and Bill Carey. Every time someone picked someone else to give pain to, that person would turn on them and give them pain in return, when their turn came. Babangida gave Rudy pain after Rudy gave him pain; Jennifer gave Suki pain after Suki gave Jennifer pain; McCrae gave Karen Levenson pain after she gave him pain, and so on. Hand in hand with the pain giving was a buildup of anger, and resentment towards others. It was tearing the crew apart, as it was intended to. 
 
    But Taylor and Bill Carey didn't participate. They endured the pain. Taylor even endured it even when Jennifer gave him the pain once. He glared at her. 
 
    "Play the game, Taylor! Don't just absorb the pain on yourself!" Was she concerned for him, or angry with him? In this twisted environment, it was impossible to know. 
 
    But Taylor refused to deal out pain, no matter how badly it got. He saw a look of admiration in Bill Carey's eyes as he too, refused to dole out pain. At first. But finally it got so bad that he had to give in. Bill's hand trembled as he pressed the button, and Jennifer shrieked in pain. 
 
    "Hey!" Taylor cried. "Why did you pick Jennifer?" 
 
    "I'm sorry! It's the first name that popped into my head!" Bill cried. 
 
    One on level Senderock was pleased. Nearly everything was going according to plan. The crew had turned on one another and were betraying each other.  
 
    But one resistor remained: Taylor. He seemed immovable. 
 
    And then something happened. 
 
    Karen Levenson gave pain to Doctor McCrae, and McCrae died. 
 
    He collapsed to the ground. 
 
    "McCrae!" Karen cried. 
 
    "That unit no longer functions," said Senderock. "Continue to play the game." 
 
    "Revive him!" said Taylor.  
 
    "He is not very useful," said Senderock. "This is the second time he has died." 
 
    "Revive him!" said Taylor.  
 
    "In return for what?" said Senderock. 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    "Your friend does not have much time," said Senderock. 
 
    Taylor swallowed heavily. "I... I will play your game." 
 
    "Play it now." 
 
    And suddenly, Taylor's podium lit up. 
 
    He thought rapidly. He only had three seconds. 
 
    He pressed the button. 
 
    Jennifer screamed in pain. 
 
    She looked incredibly hurt when it was over. 
 
    But Taylor was watching McCrae. He saw a blue light appear over him, and then McCrae started breathing again. 
 
    "Let him rest! Don't make him play!" said Taylor. 
 
    "Very well. As long as you do!" said Senderock. 
 
    Taylor played the game. No one missed the fact that he gave half his pain allotment to Jennifer, and half to Babangida. In turn, they both gave him their full pain allotment. 
 
    The experiment continued for several more minutes, before they were allowed to collapse to the ground. They could feel the pain seeping out of their bodies, but they all felt incredibly sore, and incredibly exhausted. 
 
    "Wonderful. Simply wonderful," said Senderock, with a big smile on his face. His giant egg yolk eyes made it look even more malevolent. 
 
    "You set a new record for resistance, Captain  Taylor," said Arnack. 
 
    "Yes, you resisted twice as long as the previous record holder, Captain Margaret Astor of the Aurora," said Senderock. "Most impressive!" 
 
    "Please... make this stop," said Taylor, his voice filled with pleading. "Surely you have enough data from these... experiments." 
 
    "We can always gather more data, Captain Taylor," said Arnack. He paused. "You do not wish to continue the experiments?" 
 
    "No!" Taylor cried. 
 
    "We could end them... if you agreed to serve us in another way," said Arnack. 
 
    "How?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "As our slaves." 
 
    Jennifer restrained a gasp. 
 
    "What... would that mean?" Bill Carey asked. 
 
    "Whatever we wanted it to, of course. Obedience in all things, without question. But it would get you out of this laboratory. There would be no more experiments." Arnack paused. "I'm not supposed to reveal this, Captain, but I'm afraid they get significantly more... difficult, after this one." 
 
    More difficult? 
 
    "You're all tired. Rest. Think about it. The next experiment does not begin until tomorrow morning. You can give me your answer then," said Arnack. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "They'll kill us," said Rudy Garrett. "If we keep going like this, they'll kill us." 
 
    "As the resident expert on dying, I'm inclined to agree," said Doctor McCrae. He seemed recovered from his latest brush with death, but his skin was pale and he felt weak. 
 
    "What are you saying? That you want to be a slave?" said Bill Carey. 
 
    "No," said Rudy. "I'm saying I want to live. Better to live as a slave than be dead." 
 
    "That's what it's really been all about," said Taylor. "These experiments. To see if they could break us." 
 
    "I'd say they succeeded," said McCrae, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    "Are you going to agree to become a slave, Doctor?" Carey asked. 
 
    "Yes," said McCrae. 
 
    "I am too," said Suki suddenly. 
 
    "Suki?" said Taylor. 
 
    "I... I can't stand it anymore, sir," she said. 
 
    "I agree too," said Jennifer. 
 
    "Jennifer?" said Taylor, with hurt in his voice. 
 
    "You should agree too, Michael," she said. "Agree." 
 
    "You want me to become a slave?" said Taylor. 
 
    "I want you to live," said Jennifer. 
 
    Taylor's emotions were all confused. He had started to think of Jennifer as an enemy. He had shocked her and she had shocked him. But now that the latest experiment was over, he could see that she still cared for him. At least she didn't want him to die. Or… did she just want him broken, so she would feel better about giving in herself? His mind was so twisted by these experiments that he didn't know what he felt about her.  
 
    Taylor took a deep breath. "You can all choose for yourself," said Taylor. "But I will never agree to be a slave." 
 
    "And neither will I," said Bill Carey. 
 
    Nevertheless, Taylor spent an uncomfortable night tossing and turning as he thought about it. He tried to dream of Pamela, but couldn't. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Teldoc came into Victor's quarters, looking very satisfied. "Ooooh," he said, sinking into a chair. 
 
    "Tired?" Victor inquired. 
 
    "I was just with Celesta," said Teldoc. "For the past three minicycles." 
 
    "I take it she solved your equation," said Victor. 
 
    "She did!" Teldoc sat upright. "Victor, you were so right! When I asked her to solve an equation to win... me, I felt so foolish... but she reached out and solved it on the spot! And then we.. we....." 
 
    "Was it nice?" 
 
    "It was glorious!" said Teldoc. "I'm gifted down there, you know." 
 
    "Really?" said Victor. 
 
    "You can't tell, I know. By your measurement, in inches.... I'm at least two inches. That's a good half inch longer than the average male. Perhaps five eighths of an inch longer than Sithro." 
 
    "Two inches!" said Victor. "I've never heard of a male so well endowed. Celesta must have been pleased." 
 
    "Astonished," said Teldoc. "She said she could barely accommodate my size inside her! She loved it! And when she was done, she asked me when I would have my next equation ready for her!" 
 
    "You sound very happy." 
 
    "I am very happy. Thank you, Victor." 
 
    "You are most welcome." 
 
    Teldoc stared at Victor for a long moment, and then his smile faded. 
 
    "What's wrong?" 
 
    "The experiments... on your friends... is reaching a critical stage." 
 
    "What does that mean?" 
 
    "Intense pleasure is being applied to make them break. Very... intense," said Teldoc. "What's more, I have been ordered to return you to the main group tomorrow." 
 
    "Oh." 
 
    "I'm sorry," said Teldoc. 
 
    "I understand," said Victor. He thought furiously. "Teldoc?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Is there any way you can help me and my people?" 
 
    "I cannot help you escape, Victor. I just can't," said Teldoc. 
 
    "I wasn't thinking about escape, not precisely. More of an idea I've been nursing along for the past few days. To convince the Keepers that we have Xetan, just as they do." 
 
    "We have talked about this, Victor. I see no way to convince the Keepers that you have Xetan." 
 
    Victor thought again how Teldoc had won over Celesta. "What if we could convince the Keepers that instead of playing their game, that they were playing ours?" 
 
    "How....?" 
 
    "All I need is for you to relay a message to Captain Taylor. Could you do that for me?" 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth dreamed of Taylor. 
 
    They were allowed to sleep again. Sort of. They were pinned, in the air, so that they were standing a few inches above the ground, and leaning forward. It quickly became unpleasant, but if they could fall asleep like that, they could. 
 
    Elizabeth fell into uneasy dreams. At one point she dreamed of Taylor. 
 
    He was on board the Devonshire, with the crew. He ordered a head count. "Is everyone here?" 
 
    "Yes sir," said Jennifer Hale, looking sharp in her dress uniform. 
 
    No, Elizabeth wanted to cry. I'm still a prisoner on the planet! 
 
    "Then let's embark. Suki, take us out to the Black Box." 
 
    No! 
 
    She quickly awoke, feeling the pain in her back from bending forward. But fatigue drove her into an uneasy sleep, where she dreamed again. 
 
    Taylor was kissing her. They were sitting in open grasslands, and he was kissing her repeatedly on the lips. 
 
    "How is that?" he asked. "Do you like it?" 
 
    "I don't know," said Elizabeth. 
 
    Taylor pressed his lips against hers again. "How can you not know?" 
 
    "I am wood." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I am wood." 
 
    And Taylor looked at her, and sure enough, Elizabeth was a piece of wood, carved to the finest detail of her likeness. He pressed his lips against her wooden lips, and felt nothing, nothing but-- 
 
    And then she was awake again, and Almoxin was there. 
 
    "Do it!" Almoxin yelled, her big egg yolk eyes blazing. 
 
    "No!" said Midge Wells. She looked so insignificant, dressed only in a slave collar and black leotard. Midge was holding something in her hands. "Please, not that! I'll do anything else you say!" 
 
    Suddenly Midge's collar lit up, and she collapsed to the ground, screaming in pain. 
 
    Almoxin turned to Barbara Wells. "Do it!" 
 
    "I... I can't," said Barbara. 
 
    Elizabeth wondered what was so terrible that they wouldn't do. They had already declared themselves to be slaves. What could be worse than that? 
 
    Barbara's collar lit up, and she collapsed to the ground, tugging at her collar as she screamed. 
 
    Elizabeth saw that all the slaves were all on the ground, writhing in agony. All except Vincent. 
 
    Almoxin turned to him. "Do it!" 
 
    Vincent bit his lip. He approached Elizabeth. He had something in his hand. Long, black, with a handle... no. It couldn't be. 
 
    "Once?" said Vincent. "Will once be enough?" 
 
    "Do it!" Almoxin commanded. 
 
    Vincent looked at Elizabeth. "I'm sorry, Elizabeth." 
 
    Sorry? For what? No! 
 
    Vincent flicked his wrist, and the whip flashed as it wrapped around Elizabeth. She cried out in pain. 
 
    It was an electrowhip. 
 
    "Again," said Almoxin. 
 
    "No, Vincent, don't," said Elizabeth, with pleading eyes. 
 
    Vincent matched gazes with her, and she saw fear in his eyes. He raised the whip again, and lashed out. Elizabeth cried as she felt the sting of it. 
 
    "Again!" 
 
    Wade Tanner and Bruce Anderson were restrained just as Elizabeth was. Wade roared and tried to free himself, but he was still pinned to the air. "Stop that! Stop that or I'll-" he cut off as Vincent gave him a taste of the whip. 
 
    "Good," said Almoxin. "You are beginning to understand. Continue with Elizabeth." 
 
    Elizabeth, her eyes wide with horror, watched as Vincent raised the whip again, biting his lip as he flicked it backwards.... 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth was in agony. She had whip burns all over her front and back.  
 
    She had long since ceased asking Vincent to stop. She just looked at him, with her eyes, with deep pleading as he whipped her again and again. Every time Vincent would pause, his body sleek with sweat, Almoxin would order him to resume, and he would, with great anguish written all over him. 
 
    Finally it became too much for her. "Please, no more," she cried. 
 
    "Did you say something, Doctor Shaw?" Almoxin asked. 
 
    "I believe Doctor Shaw was trying to say something," said Terratin.  
 
    "Vincent, pause for a moment," said Almoxin. 
 
    Vincent gratefully took a step back.  
 
    "Do you have something to tell us, Elizabeth?" Almoxin said. 
 
    Elizabeth was silent for a moment. 
 
    "Please, Elizabeth," Vincent whispered. 
 
    Something in his voice, in his eyes, moved her. "I... I concede," Elizabeth said, with a heavy wince. 
 
    "You concede what, Doctor Shaw? What are you?" Almoxin asked. 
 
    Vincent whispered, "Tell them you are a slave. Tell them, and the pain stops."  
 
    Elizabeth looked fearful. 
 
    "Please, Elizabeth, please," Vincent whispered. She saw the desperation in his eyes. 
 
    "I... I am a slave," said Elizabeth, wincing. 
 
    "Who do you belong to?" 
 
    "The Ascended." 
 
    "And what will you do for us?" 
 
    Elizabeth winced and bit her lip. Again Vincent was there, by her side.  "Come on, Elizabeth. You're almost there. I can feel it. Just say the words, just say them."  
 
    Elizabeth looked up at Almoxin.  "I'll do anything. Anything you ask," she sobbed, with tears in her eyes.  
 
    Suddenly she found herself released from her restraints, and Vincent was gently laying her on the ground, and he was removing the remainder of her clothing 
 
    "Noooo," Elizabeth moaned, as Vincent started to put on her black slave leotard. 
 
    "You have to wear themit Elizabeth. You are a slave now, just like the rest of us." Elizabeth groaned as Vincent dressed her in the slave leotard.  Her eyes widened in horror as Vincent put the slave collar around the neck, and she flinched when she heard the click of it closing around her. 
 
    "Help Doctor Shaw up, slave." Almoxin ordered. 
 
    Vincent helped her to her knees.  
 
    "Tell us again, Doctor Shaw. What are you?" Almoxin asked. 
 
    "Your slave," said Elizabeth dully. "I will do anything you ask." 
 
    Almoxin smiled. "Finally! You are to be congratulated, Doctor Shaw." 
 
    Elizabeth just stared at her. 
 
    "You lasted eight cycles longer than Head Scientist Regina Tang of the Aurora. You are to be commended for setting a new resistance record." 
 
    Elizabeth nodded dully. 
 
    "But now you must help us with other matters," said Terratin. "Did you really mean it when you said you would do anything we asked?" 
 
    Elizabeth nodded again. 
 
    "Vincent, help Doctor Shaw up." 
 
    Vincent helped Elizabeth get to her feet.  
 
    "Now give her your whip." 
 
    Elizabeth's jaw dropped as Vincent gave her the whip. 
 
    "Your colleagues Doctors Tanner and Anderson are obstinate. You must persuade them to comply, as you have," said Almoxin. 
 
    Elizabeth looked at Wade Tanner and Bruce Anderson, still locked in stress positions, suspended in midair. She moved the whip slightly. It crackled with energy in the air. They looked at her with horror. Bruce Anderson mouthed 'no' silently. 
 
    "We are waiting, Doctor Shaw. Please begin," said Almoxin. 
 
    No. Elizabeth heard that word come from somewhere inside of her. It was bad enough to break her, to turn her into a slave. But to use her to turn other people into slaves? To be forced to whip her own colleagues into submission? 
 
    That is what being a slave means. Doing anything you are told to, she told herself. 
 
    Then I am not a slave, she concluded. 
 
    "No," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "What did you say, Doctor Shaw?" 
 
    "No," said Elizabeth. "I am a scientist in the scientific branch and a Commander in the Survey Service. These are officers in the United Survey Service. I will not torture them." 
 
    Almoxin and Terratin looked at her with surprise written all over their faces. Elizabeth steeled herself for the inevitable pain. She felt a pillar of strength within her that she hadn't known was there. 
 
    Almoxin raised a hand... and then she disappeared.  In fact everything disappeared, everything around Elizabeth.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor and his imprisoned crew heard the voices of their keepers. 
 
    "The results of this experiment should be fascinating, shouldn't it?" Senderock said. 
 
    "I suppose," said Arnack, with a distinct lack of enthusiasm. 
 
    "You are just jealous that I broke the Lowers before you did," said Senderock. "How many do you think will voluntarily accept slavery?" 
 
    "Most of them, I imagine," came Prelnick's giggly voice. "All except the Captain and the other one, perhaps. You are brilliant, Senderock." 
 
    "I know," said Senderock. His voice grew louder. "Good morning, Lowers! Have you decided whether to accept my offer?" 
 
    "We have," said Taylor. 
 
    "What say you?" 
 
    "We say no," said Taylor, with great satisfaction. 
 
    "No? All of you?" The surprise was embedded in his tone. "I don't think so." A light shone on Suki. "Human, what say you?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "No? You would rather endure the pain of these experiments?" 
 
    "Yes," said Suki. 
 
    Senderock questioned them all, one by one. All gave the same answer, even Rudy Garrett. "Something is very amiss here. Something has changed radically since the last session." 
 
    "Nothing has changed," said Taylor. "We have simply decided to stop pretending." 
 
    "Pretending?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. "It has been a fascinating study. We have been observing your own level of restraint." 
 
    "Our levels of restraint?" said Senderock. 
 
    "By studying what experiments you select to perform on us. By observing how aggressive your behavior was during testing. By watching your reaction to our simulated performances." 
 
    "Simulated performances?" 
 
    "You were our prime subject, Senderock," said Taylor. "When we rewarded you with positive results, it was fascinating to observe the breakdown of restraint between you and Prelnick." 
 
    "No... no... it cannot be," said Senderock. 
 
    Prelnick laughed derisively. "It sounds like your experimental subjects had more Xetan than you, Senderock." 
 
    "No!" Senderock cried. "These are lowers. They cannot have Xetan." 
 
    "We are not lowers," said Taylor. He stood tall. "We are the finest officers and crew of the United Survey Service, with the highest level of Xetan to be found in our era. I myself recently conducted an experiment on tens of thousands of lowers, where I pretended to be their deity, and subjected them to all sorts of fascinating experiments involving restraint." 
 
    Taylor saw the doubt and confusion in the Keeper's eyes. He drove home his strongest point. "And while you have been torturing us, we have been exhibiting the ultimate in Xetan. We have tolerated your torture. How much more Xetan could anyone exhibit?" 
 
    "He makes a good point, Senderock," said Arnack. 
 
    Senderock could see from Arnack's tone that he was losing this argument. "Do not listen to them! We must continue the experiment." 
 
    "Fine, continue! By all means!" said Taylor. "It is all the same to us! We will give you more simulated results. We are anxious to observe your reactions to them," said Taylor. 
 
    "Yes, please continue," said Bill Carey. 
 
    "Please, proceed," said Suki. 
 
    "No... no... this is a trick," said Senderock. 
 
    "I can prove what I am saying is the truth," said Taylor. 
 
    "How?" Arnack asked. 
 
    "Put me in the pain experiment with Senderock. Let us see who has more restraint, who can keep themselves from sending pain to the other." 
 
    "No!" Senderock cried. 
 
    "It seems very reasonable, Senderock," said Arnack. "Or do you concede that the test subjects have more Xetan than you?" 
 
    "No! I will do it," said Senderock. "But the pain levels must be doubled! And he must go first!" 
 
    "Agreed," said Arnack, before Taylor could respond. 
 
    There was a flash of light, and Senderock appeared in the center chamber, with a podium in front of him. Senderock's giant egg yolk eyes stared at him. 
 
    A podium also appeared in front of Taylor. 
 
    "Are you ready, Captain Taylor?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor, gritting his teeth. 
 
    His podium lit up. Taylor steeled himself.  Arnack would be inflicting double the pain of last time. The pain had been terrible enough during the last experiment. Could he endure twice as much? He would have to. He willed himself not to touch the button. 
 
    And then suddenly he felt pain wash over him. He instinctively screamed. And yet... 
 
    The pain wasn't so bad. 
 
    In fact, it wasn't nearly as bad as yesterday. 
 
    It wasn't comfortable. It wasn't fun. But it was bearable. Quite bearable, in fact. 
 
    Taylor suddenly realized what Arnack had done. Instead of doubling the pain, he had halved it. But Senderock didn't know that.... 
 
    Taylor yelled out as if he were in agonizing pain. He screamed and dropped to his knees. When it was over, he was nearly sobbing. 
 
    "Concede, human," said Senderock. "Concede, and this will end." 
 
    "No," said Taylor, slowly using the podium to get up. "I can continue." 
 
    And then he saw the most beautiful sight in the world. 
 
    Senderock's podium lit up. Fear was written all over his face. He saw what had just been done to Taylor. There was no way he could endure it. 
 
    He only had three seconds to decide. He slammed down the button. 
 
    Taylor was bathed in moderate pain again. The hardest part, though, was not smiling. 
 
    When it was done, Senderock yelled, "That was not fair! That was not a fair test!" 
 
    "The test was extremely fair, Senderock," said Arnack. "We used your exact specifications." 
 
    "We must continue the experiments!" said Senderock. "I can still break them!" 
 
    "Then you may continue," said Taylor indifferently. "We have endured your torture with extreme Xetan and will continue to. But I wonder what the First Keeper of the Circle of Trilesta will say when he learns that you are experimenting on beings with far greater Xetan than your own." 
 
    "No," Senderock whispered. "You have no way of communicating...." 
 
    "Wait, I'm sorry," said Taylor. "I meant to say, I wonder what the First Keeper of the Circle of Trilesta will say when SHE finds out you have been experimenting on us." 
 
    "No... it can't be...." Senderock whispered. 
 
    "You have our sincerest apologies, Captain Taylor," said Arnack. "We confused you for Lowers. It was all accidental, wasn't it, Senderock?" 
 
    "Yes... yes, it was an accident, an unfortunate error." 
 
    "What is it you desire, Captain Taylor?" Arnack asked. 
 
    "To return to my ship. With my crew. All of them," said Taylor. He saw Jennifer beaming with pride as he said it. 
 
    "It shall be done." 
 
    And then, in a wink of an eye, they were back on the Devonshire. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They were in the cargo bay, all of them. Taylor's jaw dropped when he saw Elizabeth. She was wearing a slave leotard and a control collar. 
 
    "Elizabeth! It's... good to see you," said Taylor. 
 
    Elizabeth, suddenly realizing she was barely clothed, reddened and covered her chest with her hands. "And you, Captain Taylor." 
 
    "I have to get the ship out of here," said Taylor, torn between that and the desire to ask more questions. 
 
    "And I need to get some clothes on," said Elizabeth, with a small smile. 
 
    She was flirting with him! Or was she? 
 
    "I'll... I'll see you later," said Taylor. 
 
    "Count on it," said Elizabeth. 
 
      
 
    ********
  
 
      
 
    Taylor immediately launched the ship into a high orbit around the Earth, far enough away, he hoped, to be out of immediate danger from the Ascended. Then he gave the crew a few days of rest. They all needed it. Especially him. 
 
    The first thing he did after coming aboard was to check the chronometer. He assumed they had been down there for weeks or even months. He was surprised to discover it had only been eight days. 
 
    "Eight days," Taylor said to Victor, as they were sitting in the cafeteria. "It sounds impossible. It was weeks, at least. It had to be." 
 
    Victor smiled. "Of course, it felt that way. We were being tortured. You know how slowly time goes by when we're experiencing pain. Conversely, time goes rapidly when we're experiencing pleasure." 
 
    "The two should be reversed," said Taylor. 
 
    "In a well designed universe, it would," said Victor, smiling at him. 
 
    Taylor loved bantering with Victor. "I never got a chance to thank you," said Taylor. "I gave the speech, but you were the one who found the answer. You saved all of us, Victor." 
 
    "Yes, I suppose I did," said Victor. "Still, you were part of the solution too. I never could have said it as convincingly as a brave, dashing Survey Service Captain such as yourself." 
 
    Taylor glanced sharply at him, but couldn't tell if he was being praised or mocked. 
 
    Victor smiled again. "Let's call it a team effort and leave it at that." 
 
    Taylor nodded slowly. 
 
    "We have a lot of wounds to heal, don't we?" Victor asked.  
 
    "Doctor McCrae says the crew is severely stressed, but isn't physically injured," said Taylor. 
 
    "That wasn't the kind of wounds I'm talking about," said Victor. "They tried to break us up, Michael," he said. "Experts in psychological manipulation from eight million years in the future. It's bound to have an effect on crew morale." 
 
    "So what should we do about it?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "We should talk about it," said Victor. "Go, Michael. Talk to her." 
 
    Her. 
 
    Taylor had been avoiding Jennifer ever since they had returned to the ship. When he had to talk to her, he said the absolute minimum, and averted his gaze. Perhaps it was time to talk. 
 
    He gave a shipwide order. He ordered everyone who had had "troubling experiences" with other crewmembers to meet and talk it out with each other. He reminded the crew that none of them had been responsible for their actions. He told them all to work it out. 
 
    Taylor started with Suki Tanaka. He remembered how they had been stimulated to have intercourse in front of his entire bridge crew. He met with her in private in his command office. He saw the apprehension on her face, so he just got right to the point. 
 
    "I'm sorry for what happened between us," said Taylor. "It was the influence of the Ascended that made me do it." 
 
    "You don't have anything to apologize for, Captain," said Suki, giving him a sharp stare. He was trying to deny what happened between them by falsely taking responsibility for it. "I was the one who actually… initiated things," she said. 
 
    Taylor nodded reluctantly. "But as your superior officer, I should have... declined. Instead, I encouraged you." 
 
    "Not encouraged enough," Suki smiled, sending a thrill through Taylor's body. "Captain, may I speak frankly?" 
 
    "Please." 
 
    "I can't say being stimulated to have relations in front of you was the most pleasant thing," said Suki. "You now know about my... experiences on the Bonadventure. I trust you'll keep them in the strictest confidence." 
 
    "Of course," said Taylor. 
 
    "I used to be ashamed by the phrase 'Captain's girl'," said Suki. "But after my experiences on the planet, not anymore." 
 
    "No?" said Taylor.  
 
    "No."  
 
    Suki's eyes were filled with lust now. But it wasn't lust put there by the Ascended. It was the real thing. For a moment, Taylor felt captivated, trapped by it. 
 
    "I... I wouldn't mind being a Captain's girl again... to the right Captain," she said, giving him a look brimming with need. She let her hand slide over his. 
 
    Taylor was startled. They weren't in a lab, they weren't being experimented on. They were on the Devonshire, and a junior officer had just expressed her love for him. 
 
    She tried to read his face, even as she played with his hand. "Didn't you like it... at least a little?" 
 
    Taylor remembered Suki, lying on her back, a smile plastered on his face, as he made love to her.  
 
    "Of course," said Taylor. "It was... an unexpected honor." 
 
    Suki frowned, and Taylor realized he had said the wrong thing. He tried to fix it. "But Suki... Suki, I'm your Captain. This is a Survey Service vessel. It's not proper for the Captain-" 
 
    "You do it with her!" said Suki accusingly. 
 
    Taylor didn't have to ask who she was. "Jennifer and I are friends. Good friends, but just friends." If we're still even that. 
 
    Suki looked at him uncertainly. "You... you two never….?" 
 
    "No," said Taylor. 
 
    She looked at him closely, wondering whether she should believe him. 
 
    "Believe me, I'd love to... pursue things… with you," said Taylor. "But as your Captain, I can't. It would destroy crew morale; it would destroy my authority. Surely you can see that." 
 
    Suki nodded reluctantly. She pulled her hand away. 
 
    "But I want things between us to be the same as before," said Taylor. 
 
    "Of course, sir," she said. 
 
    Things can never be the same between us as they were before, Taylor thought.  
 
    "Thank you," said Taylor, with a gentle smile. "You're dismissed." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "I want to apologize, sir," said Lieutenant Babangida. 
 
    Taylor looked up at his security chief. 
 
    "I was under the influence of the aliens. I... shouldn't have hit you. I regret it very much," said Babangida. 
 
    Taylor noticed that Babangida didn't apologize for having relations with Jennifer. And why should he? Any apologizing in that regard should be to Jennifer, not himself. 
 
    Taylor wondered if Babangida had even bothered to apologize to her. There was something between the two of them now; the way they smiled when they looked at each other on the bridge when they thought Taylor wasn't noticing. The way Jennifer smiled when she looked at Babangida. It was the same way she smiled when she looked at Taylor. The way she used to smile when she looked at him. One bond had been severed, and replaced with another. 
 
    "-so I'm very, very sorry. Sir," said Babangida. 
 
    Taylor looked up. He hadn't been paying attention to a word Babangida had been saying. "Apology accepted." 
 
    "Sir?" 
 
    "You're dismissed." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "So I guess… it's time for our talk," said Jennifer, looking and sounding uncharacteristically nervous as she sat down opposite his desk. 
 
    "I guess it is," said Taylor.  
 
    Stay down! Just stay down! 
 
    "I'm sorry I... I sent some of my pain shocks over to you." 
 
    Some? At the end, Jennifer and Babangida had been directing all their pain shocks at him, and he had been sending his to them. It had been after the incident. The incident where Jennifer and Babangida had made love to each other. After Taylor had been effectively cuckolded. 
 
    "The Ascended were... manipulating my mind," said Jennifer. 
 
    Just let it happen! Stay down, and let it happen! 
 
    Taylor nodded. 
 
    "This doesn't change anything between us, or how I feel about you," said Jennifer. She moved to put a hand over his. Taylor looked coldly at her. Jennifer slowly drew back her hand. 
 
    "I have the utmost respect for you, you know that, Captain," said Jennifer, giving a nervous smile. 
 
    Taylor nodded. 
 
    "I like to think that our... special relationship remains intact," said Jennifer. 
 
    Just let it happen! Stay down, and let it happen!  
 
    "You have nothing to worry about," said Taylor, in a neutral voice. 
 
    "Good," said Jennifer, giving an uncertain smile. "Sir?" 
 
    "You're dismissed." 
 
    Jennifer gave him a hurt look as she got up to leave. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Oddly enough, Taylor's relationship with his second officer was strengthened by the experience. He and Bill Carey had acquired more mutual respect for each other. Taylor began to wish that he had kept Bill as his first officer and left Jennifer on the Westerner. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "A lot of unpleasant things happened to us on the planet," Elizabeth said, as Midge Watson and Wade Tanner sat before her. "The aliens tried to pit some of us against others of us. Some of us gave in more quickly than others of us. Some of us feel that others of us gave in too quickly, too easily." 
 
    Wade glared at Midge Watson. It wasn't hard to guess who Elizabeth was referring to. 
 
    "But we have to put all that behind us now," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "How can we?" said Wade. "Some of us broke our Survey Service oaths and declared loyalty to a foreign power. Can we really overlook that?" 
 
    "We can, when it's the result of torture and indoctrination," said Elizabeth. "Anyone can be tortured and broken. I was, if you recall. Do you consider me a traitor, Wade?" 
 
    "No," said Wade. "But you held out longer than almost anyone." 
 
    "It's not for you to judge how long people should have held out for," said Elizabeth. "These were not normal circumstances. I know we can't forget what happened... but I hope we can forgive." 
 
    "And if we can't?" Wade glared at her defiantly. 
 
    "Then I'm ordering you to forgive them," said Elizabeth. "You started as a team, and you are a team once more. If I hear of any... factionalism, I will take disciplinary measures. Am I clear?" 
 
    "Yes Ma'am." 
 
    "Yes Elizabeth." 
 
    Elizabeth nodded, studying their faces. This was her third such conversation today, and there was still more to come. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth saved Vincent for last. 
 
    "The Captain ordered us to have these... reconciliation meetings, Vincent," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "I am so so sorry," said Vincent suddenly. It all just came spilling out of him. "I didn't mean to do it. I didn't want to do it. Please, please forgive me. I was under the influence of the Ascended."  
 
    "We all were," said Elizabeth coldly. "And yet, while many of us capitulated to them, you were the only one they were able to convince to inflict pain on others of us." 
 
    "They... they were controlling me." His tone was pleading. His eyes were fixated on her chest, sticking out through her blouse. Vincent, totally rattled, couldn't control it now. 
 
    "They didn't get Professor Tanner to whip any of us. They didn't get Doctor Parker to whip any of us. They only persuaded you, Vincent," said Elizabeth. She paused. "It makes me wonder. It really makes me wonder. Somewhere, deep inside... did you want to do it? Did you enjoy whipping me?" 
 
    "No!" said Vincent, his eyes wide. 
 
    "You seemed like you did!" 
 
    "No, no, I didn't!" Vincent cried. 
 
    Elizabeth gave him a hard look. "I don't believe you." 
 
    "But you have to!" 
 
    "No, I don't," said Elizabeth. "The Captain ordered us to reconcile. Consider us reconciled. But I don't want you anywhere near me, Vincent. I don't want you to be near me in public, and I never want to be alone with you in private. You say the absolute minimum to me, and I'll do the same. Do you understand?" 
 
    "Elizabeth!" 
 
    "DO YOU UNDERSTAND?" she practically screamed the words. 
 
    "Yes, but-" 
 
    "AND STOP STARING AT MY FUCKING CHEST! THE NEXT TIME I SEE YOU STARING AT MY FUCKING CHEST, I'LL GOUGE YOUR FUCKING EYES OUT. NOW GET THE FUCK OUT OF HERE!" She was screaming, now. 
 
    Vincent got up and bolted for the door. He practically barreled into Victor as he ran out into the corridor.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4: The Year 22,000,000 
 
      
 
    The USS Devonshire was not a happy ship. 
 
    As the Devonshire sailed down the time tunnel, going farther into the future, there were fractures that Taylor knew could not be easily healed. 
 
    Jennifer had made numerous attempts to strike up a conversation with him. Taylor had shut down all her efforts with cold stares. Every time he looked at her, all he could see was Jennifer nude, on her back, while Obongo Babangida was thrusting between her legs. Jennifer would alternate smiles and moans with a turn of a head towards Taylor and, then she would give her now infamous line, "Just let it happen". 
 
    Taylor knew it wasn't rational. Jennifer wasn't his wife. She wasn't even his girlfriend. And yet, they had made a pledge of sorts, in the cave on the second moon of Sirius IV. If not for Michael, her Michael, she would be his. She should be his. 
 
    Taylor also realized that Jennifer had been made to want to have relations with Obongo, and he with her. Again, speaking rationally, he shouldn't be angry with her. 
 
    And yet... when she said, "Just stay down" after Babangida decked him, and when she said "Just let it happen", it didn't feel coerced. In his heart of hearts, he didn't feel like Jennifer was being controlled. It felt like her real feelings, and that was what really bothered him. 
 
    It was as if Jennifer really wanted to have relations with Babangida. That she was happy when Babangida decked him. That's what he couldn't get past. 
 
    Again, thinking logically, he had no reason to think this was true. It could all be blamed on alien influence. But he was there. At that moment, at that time, it felt real. 
 
    And so he avoided her. 
 
    There were still petty grievances among the crew as well. Those who had inflicted pain on them held grudges against those who had given them pain. With the scientists it was even worse--Taylor heard half the science team wasn't speaking to the other half. He still had yet to get a full accounting of what had actually happened to them. 
 
    And then there was something which had happened between Elizabeth and Vincent Roman. Something in an experiment. No one would tell him about it. All he knew is that they hated each other now with a passion. Or at least, Elizabeth hated Vincent. But Elizabeth wouldn't talk about it, and neither would the other scientists. Doctor McCrae only told him that Elizabeth had returned with physical injuries, but they were on the mend. He remembered seeing the whip marks on her back when they returned to the ship. Could Vincent have done that? 
 
    The only person on the ship who no one was angry with, it seems, was Victor Berman. Once Victor was revealed to have been the source of information which had resulted in their freedom, he became the most popular man on the ship. Victor was typically modest about it, though, calling it a team effort, but everyone knew the truth. Sometimes Taylor wished he could be popular like Victor, until he reminded himself that it wasn't the job of a Survey Service Captain to be popular; only to be obeyed. 
 
    As the ship sped through the corridor of time, Taylor dreamed. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    After four days of travel, they came to another window in the time tunnel. Once again, they faced a choice: exit the time tunnel, or continue on. 
 
    "If our experience is same as before, if we leave the time tunnel, we should be able to reenter it," said Taylor. 
 
    "I think we should go on until the end of it," said Elizabeth. "My hunch is that the time tunnel is being generated by whoever is at the very end of the line." 
 
    "That's certainly possible," said Victor. "If this is meant to be a one way journey. But again, we don't know that. The tunnel could have been created to go both ways, forwards and back in time." 
 
    "But we have only been able to use it to go forward," said Taylor. "The currents only take us forward." 
 
    "Yes, with our level of technology," said Victor. "But that's not to say that a more advanced civilization couldn't go in both directions." 
 
    Taylor looked at him. "What are you saying, Victor, that we should stop again? The last time we stopped for directions, we got taken prisoner and lost four crewmembers." 
 
    "I'm a natural born tourist, Michael," said Victor. "And as for the risk, they say lightning never strikes in the same place twice." 
 
    "We aren't in the same place, Victor." 
 
    "Oh, I beg to differ. We are in the same place. Merely a different time," said Victor. He pointed at the viewscreen. "Are you sure you want to pass up another piece of our future, Michael?" 
 
    "Captain, we're getting close to the end of the window. We have to decide," said Suki, her voice tight. 
 
    "Let's emerge into normal space," said Taylor. 
 
    Suki steered the ship out of the time tunnel. The ship buckled a bit, and in moments was in normal space. 
 
    "Where are we? And more important, when are we?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Doing a star check, sir," said Suki. 
 
    Ahead of them they could see the Earth. In this time period, the ice age had receded, and the continents, which had been on the verge of merging, were now splitting apart again.  
 
    "Sir... you're not going to believe this," said Suki. 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "If I'm correct... we've gone forward another 14,000,000 years. We are now a total of 22,000,000 years ahead of our own space time," said Suki. 
 
    "Twenty two million years," said Victor. "How do you like that?" 
 
    "I don't know," said Taylor. "It depends on whether the natives are friendly." 
 
    "Sir, sensors are picking up something ahead," said Suki. 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "I don't know, sir. It's driving the sensors crazy."  
 
    Taylor looked at the viewscreen. All he could see was a glowing region of space. "Evase!" he said. 
 
    Suki started to turn the ship away, but they were moving too fast. In moments, the Devonshire entered the glowing area. The ship shook for a moment, and the stars on the viewscreen actually flickered out. The entire bridge seemed to fade and reappear.  
 
    When the ship stabilized, Taylor said, "Status!" 
 
    "All systems report normal," said Lieutenant Babangida. 
 
    "That certainly didn't seem normal to me," said Victor. 
 
    "Sir, we're picking up something on sensors," said Ensign Collins. "Multiple contacts." 
 
    "Identities?" 
 
    "One of them... it's Survey Service!" said Collins. "Identification confirmed. The USS Judicator." 
 
    The Judicator. One of the ships that had gone into the Black Box and never returned. The Judicator was a top of the line battle cruiser, the most powerful ship in the Survey Service fleet, commanded by Captain Robert Andrews. Taylor had met him once, briefly, at a reception in Perth. He was one of the Survey Service's most decorated officers. 
 
    And right now the Judicator was in the middle of a battle. It was on the edge of the Earth's atmosphere, fighting off a number of enemy ships. 
 
    "Nine hostiles!" said Collins tensely. 
 
    Nine? 
 
    "Battle stations," said Taylor tensely. As the alarm sounded, the crew got ready for battle. 
 
    "Mr. Collins, try to contact the Judicator." Taylor asked. 
 
    A moment later Collins said, "Sir, there's no response." 
 
    "Warn  off those enemy ships." 
 
    A moment later... "Sir, still no response." 
 
    On the viewscreen Taylor saw a flash, and an explosion hit the Judicator admid ships. The Judicator started to spin out of control. The enemy ships, all triangular shaped, flew around the Judicator, firing with some kind of beam weapons. 
 
    "Suki, take us in." 
 
    "Yes, sir!"  
 
    "Raise force fields to maximum," said Taylor. 
 
    "Force fields at maximum," said Jennifer. 
 
    "Mr. Babangida, lock plasma cannons and forward megajoulers on the closest enemy target." 
 
    "Yes sir." 
 
    The Devonshire closed. Taylor could see that the Judicator had suffered heavy damage. "Open fire," said Taylor. 
 
    The Devonshire let rip with its plasma cannons and megajoulers. It hit one of the enemy ships, which exploded. 
 
    "Well, at least we know they can be stopped," said Taylor. 
 
    But the Devonshire got the enemy's attention. One of them opened fire on the Devonshire. The ship rocked as its forcescreens were hit. 
 
    "Fire again, Mr. Babangida." 
 
    The plasma cannons had not yet recharged, and the megajoulers were only at 50% strength, but they were enough to destroy a second enemy ship. Taylor, who was acutely aware of the weapon's half strength, frowned. He ordered continuous firing as soon as the plasma cannons had recharged or the megajoulers had hit the 50% recharge mark. In moments the Devonshire was blowing the enemy ships out of the stars. The Devonshire took three more enemy hits, but no damage. The force screens were down to 40%, however. 
 
    Taylor frowned. There was something very odd about this encounter. The enemy had strong enough weapons to cripple a battle cruiser, but couldn't seem to penetrate a frigate's much more moderate shielding. And his half power megajoulers were blowing them away. They had already destroyed six enemy ships, each with one volley. If it were this easy, why had the Judicator not fended them off on its own? 
 
    But answers would have to wait. They were lining up to fire on the seventh enemy ship when it opened fire on the Devonshire. And this time it cut through their weakened shields. 
 
    "We're hit!" Suki yelled. "Captain, engines are not responding!" 
 
    "Damage report!" said Taylor. 
 
    "Engines are down!" said Babangida. "Reactor units one and two have failed!" 
 
    "Captain, we're being sucked into the Earth's gravitational pull," said Suki.  
 
    "Compensate!" 
 
    "I can't!" said Suki. "All we  have left are thrusters!" 
 
    The Earth loomed larger and larger on the viewscreen. Taylor activated the comm. "Attention all hands! Prepare for emergency landing!" 
 
    An emergency landing without engines would be optimistic. 
 
    Taylor took the controls. He used the thrusters as best he could. They were landing somewhere in northern Europe. He could see fields of green... endless fields of green... and then the ground came up on them, and Taylor set thrusters to maximum, and there was a mighty jolt, and the ship hit the ground, hard, and everything went black.... 
 
     For a few seconds, until emergency lighting kicked in. 
 
    The ship had somehow landed, without engines, in one piece. But consoles had overloaded, and there were small electrical fires all over the ship. Taylor organized teams to go deck by deck to get everyone evacuated. 
 
    He was one of the first to exit the ship, through one of the airlocks. The first thing he saw was fields of short grass, as far as the eye could see. He stepped out of the airlock, joined by other crewmembers. 
 
    "Are you all right, Captain?" said Doctor McCrae. 
 
    "I am," said Taylor. "But check the crew." With a rough crash like that, there would undoubtedly be injuries and fatalities. 
 
    But there weren't. 
 
    After everyone was accounted for, Taylor learned that there was not a single fatality. Not one. No one had worse injuries than bruises or cuts. 
 
    "It's not possible," said Taylor. He looked at the giant rut in the ground created by his crash landing ship. "We landed, without engines. Most of us should be dead. In fact, realistically speaking, all of us should be dead. How is this possible?" 
 
    "It's a big universe, Michael," said Victor. "There's still a lot we don't understand about it." 
 
    "Well, it doesn't look like we will be going anywhere in this big universe any time soon," said Taylor. He had inspected the engines. They were a wreck. The Devonshire would never fly again. 
 
    He had gone to check the shuttles, but found the shuttle bay collapsed. They had both been crushed. It was fortunate that no one had been in the shuttle bay at the time. 
 
    Taylor looked around at the short green grass. "So this is the Earth twenty two million years from now... a giant lawn. A giant, empty lawn." 
 
    "We're only seeing one tiny piece of it, Michael," Victor said. "You know it is very possible for life to exist somewhere on the 99.9% of the planet we haven't yet seen." 
 
    "But if it does, they must be advanced," said Michael. "You would think they would be curious, and come out to greet us." 
 
    "Perhaps they are shy," said Victor.  
 
    "Those alien ships that attacked the Judicator haven't come down to say hello either," said Michael. "And I wondered what happened to the Judicator?" 
 
    "It looked pretty heavily damaged, the last I saw of it, sir," said Suki. 
 
    "I don't think we can count on help from the Judicator," said Jennifer. 
 
    "Neither do I," said Bill Carey. 
 
    "So what do we do, sir?" Suki asked. 
 
    Taylor slapped his hands against his pants. "We survive." 
 
    They set up camp near the ship, with tents neatly lined up, row after row, for all 64 crewmen and scientists. They had enough rations to last them for several months. They would have to find food or figure out how to produce their own. 
 
    The first night Taylor had fires lit and set guards on the perimeter. He didn't trust an empty planet, and didn't want to be caught unaware. But they had no nocturnal visitors. 
 
    The next day he sent out search parties, going north, south, east, and west. He also sent a team back to the ship to see if they could salvage anything which could be helpful. 
 
    Jennifer joined him with the group going east. "What does this mean for our mission, sir?" she asked. 
 
    "Our mission?" said Taylor. "I guess our mission is over, Lieutenant." 
 
    Jennifer looked at him. "It's not like you to give up so easily." 
 
    "It's comes easy enough when I get stranded on a planet," said Taylor. 
 
    "It seems to me something very similar to this happened once before in your career, sir," she said. 
 
    "You mean on PR-52981?" 
 
    "Yep," said Jennifer. 
 
    "That was different," said Taylor. "The Survey Service found us." 
 
    "Maybe they'll find us again," she said, staring at him almost flirtatiously. 
 
    "Jennifer, on PR-52981 we were several light years off our travel route. Difficult to find, but not impossible. Here we are twenty two million years away from the Survey Service. How will they find us?" 
 
    "Maybe they will send another ship." 
 
    "No, I don't think so," said Taylor. He remembered Admiral Von Windhoek telling him that after the Devonshire, the next thing the Survey Service would send into the Black Box would be nova bombs. He wondered how that worked out. 
 
    "It's not like you to give up so easily," she said again, giving him that look. 
 
    There, she was flirting with him again! He was sure of it. 
 
    But what did it mean? 
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    Taylor inspected the Devonshire again to confirm what he already knew: the ship would never fly again. 
 
    Meanwhile, one team found a wooded area where they could get fuel for their fires. A second team found a stream, with drinkable water. A third found food, growing in the ground. Wild potatoes. And corn. And cooked beef. 
 
    Yes, cooked beef. Coming up out of the ground. Elizabeth analyzed it.  
 
    "It's beef," she said conclusively. 
 
    "Beef from the ground?" said Ensign Collins. 
 
    "Beef... from the ground," said Elizabeth. Everyone watched as she cut off a piece, and put it in her mouth. She chewed experimentally. "And cooked well done, too." 
 
    "Imagine that, Michael," said Victor. "Food, water, a temperate climate... all the things we need to survive." 
 
    "How convenient," said Taylor. "A little too convenient, if you ask me." 
 
    Victor smiled back at him. 
 
    Days turned into weeks. The monotony of the routine started to grate on the crew. Then one day, Crewman Rudy Garrett said, "Sir, you have to come to the stream! You have to see this!" 
 
    They followed him at the run. 
 
    A waterfalls had appeared at the stream. 
 
    "That wasn't there two days ago," said Taylor. 
 
    "No it wasn't," Victor agreed. 
 
    "It's not just a waterfalls, sir," said Garrett. "Look into it!" 
 
    They did. All of them saw something different. Victor saw the Horse Crab Nebula. Ensign Collins saw his girlfriend back on Earth. Rudy Garrett saw his family. Babangida saw his family in Nigeria. Wade Tanner saw his home in South Africa. 
 
    And Taylor saw... Pam. She was getting up in the morning, looking at her face in the mirror. He had almost forgotten how beautiful she was, with her high cheekbones and green eyes and blonde hair.  Could that be real? Was he really seeing Pam, back in the past? Or was that just a memory, an illusion? Somehow, it seemed important to find out. 
 
    "Isn't it amazing, Michael?" Victor said. 
 
    "It is," said Taylor. "First our basic needs are taken care of, and now this. Our need for entertainment. It's as if the planet is alive, and aware of our needs, and taking care of us. Or perhaps someone inside the planet is." He looked up, and around, expecting to see hidden watchers. 
 
    "It does seem that way," said Victor. 
 
    "But if it is a person, a people, how do we communicate with them?" 
 
    "Hello!" said Victor, cupping his hands around his mouth. "Hello!" he said, even louder. 
 
    Taylor shook his head. 
 
    Victor gave him a defensive look. "Well, you never know until you try, Michael." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The waterfalls proved immensely popular, as well as the two others behind it, which functioned the same way. After doing their daily chores, the crew would sit and front of them and stare. Each person would see something different. Sometimes they would see loved ones, or views of Earth from their time period, or even sporting events or entertainment serials. It was like holovision, with more channels then there ever was on old Earth. 
 
    At first, Taylor spent time watching Pam. Her smile, the way she moved, and the way she looked excited him. But quickly the pleasure was overcome by the pain, the pain of knowing he would never see her again, never have her again. So he stopped watching. 
 
    The rest of the crew enjoyed the waterfalls, however. It was their only connection, however tenuous, with their time period. 
 
    Taylor sat in the grass, watching a cooking fire burn. Victor and Doctor McCrae sat down next to him. 
 
    "Don't look so sad, Michael," said Victor. 
 
    "I came here to perform a mission," said Taylor.  
 
    "And you have, Michael," said Victor, literally patting him on the back. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Well, we were sent here to save the Earth from destruction, were we not?" said Victor. "Well, look around. The Earth doesn't look destroyed to you, does it?" 
 
    Suddenly, Taylor realized Victor was right. "We're twenty two million years in the future. If the Earth is still here... then the Black Box didn't destroy the Earth." 
 
    "Right, Michael!" 
 
    Taylor should have realized it earlier. He should have realized it in the last time zone, and would have, had he not been so distracted. 
 
    "But... we didn't do anything," said Taylor. 
 
    "Perhaps nothing needed to be done," said Victor. "Or perhaps we are yet to do something that will change the events of time." 
 
    "I don't see how we're going to be able to do anything stuck here," said Taylor. "So... maybe the problem solved itself, somehow." 
 
    "Maybe," said Victor smiling. 
 
    "But where does that leave us?" said Taylor. 
 
    "Stuck here in farmville," said Doctor McCrae. 
 
    "You're not happy, Doctor?" Victor asked. 
 
    "No I'm not," said McCrae. "I'm a doctor, not a vegetable. Have you seen the crew, Michael?" 
 
    "I have," said Taylor. 
 
    "They just sit around the waterfalls all day, like it's the best holovision they've ever seen. We've turned into cabbages," said McCrae. 
 
    "Doctor, after all we've been through, don't you think we're entitled to some rest?" Victor asked. 
 
    "Rest, yes," said McCrae. "But it's been several weeks. I'm a doctor with nothing to do. My place isn't here." 
 
    "What about you, Victor?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "I could use a break, Michael," said Victor. 
 
    "And afterwards?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "We'll figure something out," said Victor. "We always do." 
 
    "Victor, the incurable optimist," said Doctor McCrae. 
 
    "What's wrong with that?" 
 
    "Pessimism is more closely akin to realism," said McCrae. 
 
    "Really?" said Victor. "Is that what you were thinking when you were being experimented on by aliens with big foreheads, with no prospects for escape?" 
 
    "He has you there, Bill," said Taylor. 
 
    McCrae shook his head and wandered off. 
 
    "We have to find a way to communicate with the people who are providing us with all these… things," said Taylor. 
 
    "I have news for you, Michael," said Victor. "It may not be people at all." 
 
    "What do you mean?" said Taylor. 
 
    "Look around. The Earth is empty. If there was a civilization, they would have come visiting weeks ago." 
 
    "You said they might be shy." 
 
    Victor smiled. "Even shyness has its limits. No, my current theory is much more disturbing. I think there are no people here, people as we know them. I think maybe the Earth has somehow become vaguely self-aware." 
 
    "The Earth itself?" 
 
    Victor nodded. "It's a wild theory. But it would explain the absence of people coming to visit. I think the planet has become self-aware, and is providing us what we need to survive." 
 
    "Victor, you said this theory disturbed you." 
 
    Victor nodded again. "It does. Because if I'm right, there are no people on this planet to come to our rescue. We will be stranded here for the rest of our lives." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Days turned into weeks, and weeks started to turn into months. 
 
    Taylor's chilly relations with Jennifer started to improve.  When she smiled at him, he didn't turn away. Jennifer made small talk with him, and he responded. Gradually, he felt his anger starting to fade.  They walked together to the fields to pick steak and potatoes together.  
 
    "This reminds me of my childhood," said Jennifer. 
 
    "You grew up on a farm?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "In Nebraska, yeah," Jennifer said, giving him a smile. "With three older brothers. Can you imagine that?" 
 
    "I can't," said Taylor, who had a brother and sister. 
 
    "Yeah. They got all the attention... at least, until I turned 13," said Jennifer. 
 
    "And then?" 
 
    "The boys from the neighboring farm, who used to come over to talk to my brothers, all came to talk to me," said Jennifer, smiling at him. 
 
    Was she flirting with him… again? 
 
    "I wonder why," said Taylor. 
 
    "Let's just say I was an early developer, Michael," she said, staring at him slyly. 
 
    Michael. That was the first time she had called him Michael, since.... 
 
    Taylor quickly glanced at her beautiful curves through her increasingly worn Survey Service shirt. "You must have been very popular in farm country," he said. 
 
    "Let's just say I had to fight them off with a rake," Jennifer smiled. "And what about you, sir?" 
 
    "What about me?" 
 
    "That time you were a God on that planet. You said there were women...." 
 
    Why is Jennifer raising this subject? And why is she looking at me like this? 
 
    "You gave me the broad strokes of what happened to you," said Jennifer. She wrinkled her nose. "But never any really juicy details." 
 
    "You... you want to know details?" 
 
    "Um hm," said Jennifer. 
 
    Taylor couldn't believe his ears. He debated how much to tell her. "There was… a woman. A body servant named Drusilla." 
 
    "Ah hah!" said Jennifer, and she suddenly had a wide smile on her face. "I knew it!" 
 
    Taylor reddened. "This is why I never tell you my stories." 
 
    "Are you embarrassed, Captain?" said Jennifer. She rubbed against him briefly. "I'll bet she enjoyed every minute she spent with her God." 
 
    "I... I believe she did," said Taylor. 
 
    That wasn't all. Not only would Jennifer openly flirt with him, but she would usually sit with him, in the evenings, at his right hand side at dinner. As the sun would set, the light would reflect off her beautiful dark hair, off her green eyes, and her smile, as she stared at him adoringly. 
 
    When they would go to bed afterwards, she would say "Goodnight, Captain" in that sweet voice filled with longing.  
 
    Taylor began to think there was potential for something between the two of them. 
 
    It had been nearly two months since the Devonshire had crashed here, and it was now quite clear to everyone that they had little chance of rescue. The crew did what was natural. They started to pair off. 
 
    The surviving crew of 64 had 42 men and 22 women on it.  
 
    That meant there were 22 very happy women. 
 
    And that also meant that there were 20 unhappy men. 
 
    Taylor's eyebrows arched in surprise the night he saw Ensign Clay Raleigh enter the tent of Doctor Michelle Weatherford. Doctor Weatherford was nearly 70 years old, with white hair, and Raleigh was in his 20's. 
 
    He said as much to Victor. 
 
    "Don't be surprised, Michael," said Victor. "Women can always find partners. That’s the way it’s always been, since the beginning of time." 
 
    Taylor thought about it. It felt like ages since he had last had relations. Now that he was back on Earth, in a relaxed environment with no worries, he started to feel natural urges… surfacing. 
 
    "You should think about pairing off, Michael," said Victor. "Before it's too late." 
 
    Jennifer. He meant Jennifer. He saw the knowing look in Victor's eyes. Were he and her being that obvious? 
 
    "She won't wait forever," said Victor. 
 
    "I know," said Taylor, feeling embarrassed to even admit it. "But I'm her captain." 
 
    "Not here you're not. Not anymore," said Victor. He slapped Taylor on the back. "Make hay while the sun shines, Michael. You never know when there's going to be a nova bomb in your breakfast cereal." 
 
    A nova bomb in your breakfast cereal. That was so like Victor. 
 
    After Victor said goodnight, Taylor thought about it. He had been thinking of nothing else for weeks. But how would it look to the crew... if he and Jennifer.... maybe he should wait a little longer. It would look less... improper, if he waited a little longer. 
 
    But then he went on a walk with Suki Tanaka which crystallized the situation for him.  
 
    They went to fetch water from the stream. 
 
    Suki had altered her Survey Service uniform. She had cut off the trousers so that they were now shorts, which accentuated her behind. She had opened up her collar so that the sides of her chest were showing. It was all against regulations but... what did Survey Service regulations matter here? 
 
    Suki smiled every time she saw Taylor staring at her body. He couldn't help it. He remembered how beautiful they looked, the time... the time he had made love to her. It was true, that the Ascended had heightened his arousal, but there was no denying he found Suki attractive. Very attractive. 
 
    "The crew are starting to pair off, Captain," she said, in a low, seductive voice. 
 
    "So I've noticed," said Taylor. He also noticed that Suki walked in front of him, wiggling her tight ass as she walked, well aware of the effect it was having on them. 
 
    "Are you going to take a girlfriend, Captain?" She asked slyly, fluttering her eyes as she looked back at him. 
 
    Take. She said take. 
 
    "Me? No," said Taylor. 
 
    "Why not?" Suki asked. 
 
    "I'm the Captain. It wouldn't be... proper." 
 
    Suki turned and faced him, her chest at him again. "Take a good look around you, Captain. We're not on a Survey Service ship. And from the way it looks, we never will be again." She stared at him for a long moment, with those dark eyes, and then turned and started walking again, wiggling her behind as she walked. 
 
    Taylor struggled to respond to that. Instead, he turned the question around. "How about you?" 
 
    "What about me?" Suki asked innocently. 
 
    Captain's girl. I want to be your Captain's girl. 
 
    "Have you found someone? Adam Milbrand seems interested...." 
 
    "Adam is nice," said Suki. "But Adam's almost a boy. I want a man." And again those dark eyes flashed at him, along with that little smile. 
 
    "Or how about Bruce Tanner, or Carl Waverly-" 
 
    "I know who I want, Captain," she said, turning abruptly to face him. They stared at each other for a long moment. Then Suki said, "She doesn't want you, you know." 
 
    She? 
 
    "You know who I'm talking about," said Suki. Her dark eyes were intoxicating. He could practically fall into them. "She wants Obongo." 
 
    "No," Taylor breathed. Jennifer? The same Jennifer who flirted with him, day in and day out? The same Jennifer who sat next to him by the campfire every day? 
 
    The same Jennifer who had become friendly with Obongo Babangida. Taylor had noticed it, without really noticing it. He didn't know what had transpired between the two of them after they had been stimulated into having relations with each other. Were they angry? Embarrassed? Something else? 
 
    But whatever they were, Taylor could see they had become friends. Jennifer smiled at Babangida, and he at her. Jennifer still sat next to Taylor in the evenings, but sometimes he would see her having lunch with Babangida, smiling and laughing. Taylor hadn't thought much of it, at the time, but now.... 
 
    He looked into Suki's eyes, and realized he could delay no longer. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The following day, Taylor asked Jennifer to come to the fields to pick some food with him. She agreed, and brought some bags. 
 
    But as they walked, Jennifer said, "Michael, this isn't the way to the fields." 
 
    "I know," said Taylor, looking around. They were in a small valley out of view of the camp. It would do. "I wanted to talk to you." 
 
    Jennifer's eyes grew wide. 
 
    Taylor took her hands in his own. "Jennifer... I think it's time we... talked." 
 
    "All right, Michael," she said, planting her arms on her hips, trying to hide the concern growing in her mind. 
 
    "I...." Taylor suddenly choked up.  
 
    "It's all right," said Jennifer. She put a hand on his, and looked in his eyes."Whatever it is, it's all right, Michael. You can tell me." 
 
    "I... I had this whole speech prepared. It sounded really good," said Michael. 
 
    "I've heard you give good speeches, Michael," said Jennifer, smiling at him. "Don't worry. Just say it." 
 
    Michael looked into her eyes and found the courage to continue. "I... I think it is increasingly unlikely we are going to be rescued." 
 
    Pause. 
 
    "Um hm," said Jennifer. 
 
    "And... I noticed that some of the crew are pairing off." 
 
    "I noticed that too," said Jennifer evenly. 
 
    "And I thought... I thought... you and I... maybe... we... we could...." 
 
    "Oh Michael," said Jennifer. "My dear, sweet Michael." 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    And so Taylor's heart was crushed. 
 
    Jennifer sighed. "Michael, I'm married. To my Michael. Or had you forgotten that?" 
 
    "I hadn't," said Taylor. "But we're stranded, twenty two million years in the future. The chances of your seeing your Michael again... I think, are almost zero." 
 
    Jennifer took a deep breath. "Speaking logically, you're right. Speaking logically." She repeated, looking up at him as she caressed his hand. "But Michael, dear, sweet, Michael, it's not all about logic. I still feel a strong emotional attachment to him." 
 
    "But surely you know you're never going to see him again-" 
 
    "I... yes, I suppose," she said, taking another deep breath. "But emotionally, I'm just not there, yet. I... I need more time, Michael. Can you do that? Can you give me that?" 
 
    "Of course," said Taylor. 
 
    "Thank you," she said. She reached up and kissed him on the cheek, which felt exactly the same as when Babangida decked him in the face. 
 
    She picked up the bags. "Now, shouldn't we get back to business?" 
 
    Taylor nodded dumbly. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "How are you doing, Vincent?" Victor asked, as he came over to Vincent's tent. 
 
    "Fine," said Vincent sullenly. He sat alone, in front of his tent, which was far from the other tents. 
 
    "I never see you at the campfires at night," said Victor, sitting down cross legged so he would be at eye level with Vincent. 
 
    While Vincent shared in the chores and the food, it was quite clear from the cold treatment he got from others that he was not welcomed to socialize.  
 
    "I'm not interested in that." 
 
    "People talk about you sometimes, Vincent." 
 
    Vincent gave a bitter laugh. "I'm sure they do." 
 
    Victor frowned. "I wasn't there, Victor. I didn't see what you did." 
 
    "You must have heard," said Vincent. 
 
    "I did," said Victor. 
 
    "It's true... all of it," said Vincent. "I broke. Completely broke. They not only turned me, they got me to torture Elizabeth." 
 
    "I know," said Victor. 
 
    "She won't forgive me. None of them will. Even the other ones who also broke." 
 
    "I know," said Victor again. 
 
    "Then... why are you here?" 
 
    Victor smiled. "Because I am capable of forgiveness, and I think they are too." 
 
    Vincent frowned at him. "You're nice. You're popular. Everyone likes you." 
 
    "Not always," said Victor. 
 
    "No?" 
 
    "No," said Victor. "I used to be quite different in my 20's and 30's. I was hard charging. Focused on the science. Very competitive. It cost me my first wife, and a lot of my friends." 
 
    "So... what happened?" Vincent asked. 
 
    "I changed," said Victor. "As all people do," he said. He patted Vincent on the shoulder as he got up. "Just give it some time." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "How are you doing, Elizabeth?"  
 
    "Captain Taylor," said Elizabeth, with surprise in her voice. Like Vincent, she had been sitting in front of her tent, staring into nothingness. Her clothes were getting increasingly stressed from constant use, but her hair was still in its trademark bun on top of her head. 
 
    Taylor smiled. "I think we've gone beyond titles, here. You can call me Michael now." 
 
    "All right... Michael," she said, giving a small smile. 
 
    "That's better," said Taylor. "I don't see you at the waterfalls like the others." 
 
    "I looked at it," said Elizabeth. "There's nothing I want to see." 
 
    "Nothing you left behind? No one from home?" 
 
    "No," said Elizabeth. "I joined the Survey Service to get out there, into space. Not to sit here and... vegetate on an empty ranch." 
 
    "Doctor McCrae feels as you do." 
 
    "Oh?" said Elizabeth. 
 
    "Perhaps you'd like to talk to him about it," said Taylor. 
 
    "And why would I do that... Michael?" She looked up at him. 
 
    "Some of the crew are staring to pair off." 
 
    "Really? Why, I hadn't noticed," said Elizabeth dryly. 
 
    "You should. Bill McCrae is a good man. You'd like him." 
 
    She looked up at him with half lidded eyes. "Why Captain Taylor, are you playing match maker with me?" 
 
    Taylor smiled back at her. "And what if I am?" 
 
    "I'm not attracted to Bill McCrae... although he is a good man," she was hasty to add. 
 
    "Who are you attracted to?" Taylor asked. 
 
    Elizabeth blushed, and looked away. "No one who is attainable, let's just say." She abruptly changed the subject. "And what about you, Captain? Who will you be pairing off with? Jennifer Hale? Suki Tanaka?" 
 
    Taylor shook his head. "No. I'm still the Captain, wherever we are. It wouldn't be appropriate for me to get involved with a crewmember, even under circumstances like these." 
 
    "Oh, I see," said Elizabeth, nodding with mock agreement. "And what about the scientists?" 
 
    "What about them?" 
 
    "Well, technically they are under my command, not yours. If there's any woman on my team you might be attracted to, I'd be happy to play matchmaker for you, Captain," she said, looking innocently at him as she fingered her bun. 
 
    Taylor paused for a long moment. "No... that won't be necessary. But thank you, Elizabeth." He turned to go, but before leaving, turned again, and saw her eyes were on his; and their eyes met for a long moment, and then he turned one last time and left. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Just minutes later, Elizabeth's mood turned abruptly worse as Victor raised an unpleasant subject with her. 
 
    "Are you really here to talk about Vincent, that fucking little slug? Forget it!" Elizabeth snapped. 
 
    "You can't stay angry at him forever, Elizabeth," said Victor. 
 
    "Really? Can't I? Try me!" she said. "Do you know where he whipped me, Victor?" 
 
    Victor shook his head. 
 
    "On my back, Victor. Do you know where else he whipped me?" 
 
    Victor shook his head again. 
 
    "On my arms. And my legs. And my belly. And even... and even my....." she started to choke up. "I still have faint lines. From the scars. Would you like to see them?" 
 
    Victor shook his head a third time. 
 
    "How can I forgive someone who did that to me?" she asked. 
 
    "He was under duress, as all of you were." 
 
    "No one else broke that far, Victor!" Elizabeth snapped. "Oh, we broke and told them we were their slaves, yes. We put on the bondage outfits, yes. But we never actually harmed each other. Only Vincent, Victor, only Vincent!" She started sobbing. 
 
    "What is it?" Victor asked . "What is it that's really bothering you? Tell me. Tell me, Elizabeth." 
 
    Elizabeth came sobbing into his arms. "Vincent... Vincent once asked me out, Victor... then he cancelled... but... but ever since then, he always stared at my... at my...." 
 
    "At your breasts?" 
 
    Elizabeth nodded. "He was obsessed with me. I could see it in his eyes. And then, when this happened, when this happened...." She started crying again, but managed to speak. "I... I think he wanted to do it, Victor. I think he enjoyed doing it."  
 
    Elizabeth sobbed as Victor held her. "Oh Elizabeth, my dear poor Elizabeth. You've got him all wrong." 
 
    Elizabeth pushed away from Victor angrily. "How do you know that?" 
 
    "Because I know people. Vincent is attracted to you, yes, but he's shy, Elizabeth, terribly terribly shy," said Victor.  
 
    "But he was the only one who broke that badly!" 
 
    "And what about you, Elizabeth?" 
 
    "What about me?" 
 
    "I heard at the end that they had broken you. That you obediently announced that you were their slave, and would do whatever they asked of you." 
 
    Elizabeth nodded. 
 
    "I heard that they handed you a whip, and asked you to beat Wade Tanner and Bruce Anderson." 
 
    "Yes! But I... I dropped the whip, I refused to-" 
 
    "Look me in the eye, Elizabeth. Look me in the eye and tell me that you weren't on the edge of complying. Look me in the eye and assure me that with another five minutes of torture, that you wouldn't have been whipping them just as Vincent whipped you." 
 
    Elizabeth cried out, and started sobbing violently, and Vincent took her in his arms again. "There there. You have to get past this." 
 
    "How?" Elizabeth cried, through the tears. 
 
    "With all things. Time." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "You have to see this, Captain!" 
 
    Suki wouldn't tell Taylor was "it" was. But she gave him sly smiles as she pulled him by the hand to the stream. 
 
    The stream had suddenly widened to form a  larger pool. 
 
    And the water was hot. Taylor could see steam wafting off of it. 
 
    "What is it?" said Taylor. 
 
    "It's a hot springs," said Suki. 
 
    "Where did it come from?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Who cares?" Suki asked, as she pulled off her shirt.  
 
    "What are you doing, Suki?" 
 
    "What does it look like, sir?" She asked, taking off the rest of her clothes. 
 
    "Are you coming in?" She asked. 
 
    "I... I...." Taylor knew what Suki was doing. He knew what she wanted. And it was more than just a friendly swim. 
 
    Suki walked over to him and touched his arms. The effect of having a gorgeous naked woman touching him was incredibly attractive. She looked up at him with dark eyes. 
 
    "What's the matter, sir? Are you afraid that Jennifer won't like it? Are you afraid that Jennifer will get upset if she finds out?" said Suki. "Haven't you gotten it through your head yet? She doesn't want you. She never did." 
 
    Something snapped in Taylor, and he realized she was right. 
 
    Fuck Jennifer! 
 
    He started to take off his clothes. Suki's smile grew broader as he wrestled with his shirt. 
 
    "Here, let me help," said Suki, as she unfastened his pants. 
 
    In moments, he had shed his clothes. Suki smiled knowingly and pulled him into the natural pool. 
 
    It was warm. Incredibly warm. It felt like the temperature of the air, a perfect temperature which gave no shock as he moved from one medium to the other. As they slid in, Taylor found the water went up to his neck. He hung against one rim of the pool, while Suki hugged the opposite rim.  
 
    "Isn't this nice, sir?" 
 
    Taylor had to admit it was, and he wasn't just thinking of the water. He had gotten a bit depressed after his talk with Jennifer. It seemed she had left him with some hope, and yet, he had the feeling that what he had first thought was inevitable was increasingly and highly likely to be evitable. 
 
    Suki paddled over to him and Taylor reflexively took her in his arms. She looked at him for a long moment and started kissing him. He kissed her back. He could feel her warm, wet chest against his 
 
    "Ummmm," Suki purred, as she rubbed against him. "I've been wanting to do that ever since... ever since our time together. Have you ever wondered about that, Captain? Ever wondered why the Ascended picked the two of us, why they paired the two of us together?" 
 
    Taylor had wondered about that very question. He nodded. 
 
    Suki looked at him with seductive eyes. "I think they knew. I think they read our minds and could sense, deep down, what was inside. I've wanted you ever since we met." 
 
    "You have?" Taylor said. 
 
    "Um hm," said Suki, kissing him again. "Your handsome face. Your deep voice. The way you project calmness to everyone on the bridge. I loved it. I would sometimes look at you when you didn't notice, thinking about you… in that way." She smiled at him as she saw him get excited. "When the Ascended forced us to… do what we did, part of me was terrified. But part of me was very, very excited." 
 
    Her words were inflaming Taylor. She wanted him so badly. He had to have her.  
 
    She looked again into his eyes, giving him a warn smile. "Did you feel the same? Did it excite you, Captain? Did it?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor, without hesitation. 
 
     Suki laughed triumphantly, pressed her lips against him, and he was lost. They embraced and kissed and hugged in the springs.  
 
    And then Suki climbed out of the pool, and gestured for Taylor to do the same.  
 
    And then the inevitable happened. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Afterwards, they lay on the grass together. Suki played with his chest hair. "I've wanted this for so long," she said. "To be your Captain's girl. To be yours, Michael." 
 
    Taylor didn't speak. Now that he had climaxed, he was of a decidedly different state of mind.  
 
    "We'll let people know gradually. I'll sit with you at dinner. And tonight, I'll sleep with you in your tent-" 
 
    "No." 
 
    Suki look startled. "What do you mean, no?" 
 
    "I mean... I can't have a relationship with you." 
 
    "What?" Suki sat up abruptly. 
 
    "I like you, Suki, but you're so much younger... it's just not right." 
 
    "This is about her, isn't it?" Her eyes were as hard as flint now. 
 
    "No, it isn't" 
 
    "It is! You poor fool! Don't you realize she's making love to him?" 
 
    "What?"  
 
    "She's been doing him for weeks! The whole camp knows. Could it be possible you didn't know?" She looked him in the eyes searchingly. "Of course, you didn't know. You didn't want to know. That would have offended the ego of the great Captain Michael Taylor." 
 
    "No... no, it can't be." Taylor shook his head. 
 
    "Watch tonight. Watch tonight what tent she goes into. Every night, after you go to sleep, she goes into his tent. Go and take a good hard look," said Suki. 
 
    "No... it can't be," said Taylor. 
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    That night, Jennifer sat next to him at the campfire, joking and flirting with him as she always did. But Taylor barely paid any attention to her. His eyes were focused on Obongo Babangida. Obongo didn't look at Taylor, but from time to time he did look at Jennifer. He sucked in his lips every time Jennifer told a joke or flirted with Taylor. 
 
    Why do you think they paired us together? Because they knew, deep in our minds, that we wanted each other. 
 
    Maybe Jennifer's pairing with Obongo hadn't been by random chance. 
 
    Eventually, the time came, as it always did. Jennifer got up and kissed Taylor on the cheek. "Goodnight, Captain." 
 
    "Goodnight, Jennifer." He watched her go to her own tent, and saw Obongo go to his. Then he turned in for the night as well. 
 
    Except he didn't. When his ears had told him that most people had gone to bed, he went outside again, and stood away from the fire, in the darkness, staring Jennifer's tent. 
 
    Five minutes later Jennifer emerged. She looked this way and that. And then she walked, smoothly and gracefully, to Obongo's tent. He heard a stifled laugh, and then... nothing. 
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    Just stay down! Stay down, and let it happen! Let it happen, Michael! 
 
    Taylor had a very sleepless night. His mind was filled with the searing image of Obongo making love to Jennifer. He couldn't let this pass. He had planned to take Jennifer to a remote place where they could talk, but his impulsiveness triumphed. When she emerged from her tent and  got up for breakfast, he saw her yawn and stretch and smile at him. "Good morning, Michael. Did you sleep well?" 
 
    Taylor went up to her. His eyes were bloodshot. "How could you?" he said, in a quiet voice. 
 
    "How could I what?" Jennifer asked sweetly. 
 
    "I know," said Taylor. 
 
    Jennifer's smile melted instantly. "Michael, maybe we should go somewhere else to discuss this-" 
 
    "Here is just fine," said Taylor, raising his voice. "Why, Jennifer, Why?" 
 
    "I... I have feelings for him, Michael," said Jennifer. "After my experience... our experience together, Obongo and I discovered we had... mutual feelings…." 
 
    "And what about your husband? What about your Michael?' Taylor demanded to know. 
 
    Jennifer looked flustered. "I... There isn't any Michael. Not anymore." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "We separated two years ago. The divorce was finalized six months ago... six months and twenty two million years ago, I suppose," said Jennifer, tittering. She stopped when she saw that Taylor was not amused. 
 
    "That's why you didn't mind leaving him to come on this mission. You were already divorced," said Taylor, his mind racing. "But... when you told me you loved me... you were already separated from him, weren't you?" 
 
    Jennifer nodded. 
 
    "Then... why Jennifer? Why did you leave me thinking you loved me, all this time?" 
 
    "You were dying!" Jennifer shouted. "You were in the cave, and burning up with fever, and I thought you were going to die! I thought, I thought you needed something to live for, and so I... so I...." 
 
    "You told me you loved me, to keep me alive," said Taylor. 
 
    "Yes," said Jennifer. She grabbed his hand. "And that's the real reason I came on this mission. Because I do love you, Michael." 
 
    Taylor pulled his hand away. "But not... not the way I want." 
 
    "No," said Jennifer. "Not in the way you want." She paused. "Obongo and I agreed to be... discrete... so we wouldn't hurt, wouldn't hurt your feelings...." 
 
    "Well, that was a nice thought," said Taylor dryly. Suddenly, he remembered what he was: a Survey Service Captain. Pulling himself back together, he marched away through the crowd of stunned onlookers, making sure his back was straight and head was held high as he walked off. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor sat by the waterfalls. He was looking at images of Pam. Her green eyes, her high cheekbones, her blonde hair, her lovely smile- 
 
    "Love is crazy thing, isn't it, Michael?" said a voice behind him. 
 
    Taylor didn't respond. 
 
    Victor sat down with him. "Who are you looking at?" 
 
    "Pam," said Taylor. He looked at Pam's smile as she laughed with a friend, and a tear formed in his eye. 
 
    "A girlfriend from home?" 
 
    "Former," said Taylor. "Those are the only kind I have." 
 
    "Jennifer was trying not to hurt you, Michael." 
 
    "But she did, Victor," said Taylor. "She should have told me the truth, as soon as we were rescued from Sirius IV." 
 
    "The truth can be difficult to tell," said Victor. "Just ask Elizabeth." 
 
    Taylor looked at him inquiringly. 
 
    "Love is a very tricky thing, Michael," said Victor. "It's not like picking a steak from the ground. It's not just a matter of you wanting to eat the steak. The steak has to equally want to be eaten." 
 
    "People aren't pieces of meat, Victor." 
 
    "My point exactly, Michael," said Victor. 
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    That night, Taylor stiffened in his blanket as he heard someone opening the flap of his tent. 
 
    "Who is it?"  he asked, seeing a feminine outline. 
 
    Jennifer? 
 
    "Relax, it's just me," came a familiar voice. 
 
    She melted into his arms. It felt so good to hold her. 
 
    "I tried to tell you," she said. "I'm sorry you had to find out that way." She reached up and kissed him on the lips. He didn't respond, and then it was her turn to stiffen. 
 
    She looked at him in the darkness, but couldn't see his expression. "Surely even you can see that things have changed now? You will never have her." 
 
    "That's true," said Taylor softly. "But that doesn't change things between us." 
 
    "Are you... are you telling me you'd rather have no one than me?" 
 
    "Suki-" he reached for her, but she pulled back. 
 
    "What the fuck!" she yelled, loud enough to be heard ten tents over. "You're pathetic, Michael Taylor! Do you know that? Do you!" 
 
    "I think people on the far side of camp can't hear you," said Taylor. 
 
    "I don't care if the entire fucking planet hears me!" said Suki. "You bastard! You slept with me, then cast me aside, and now, when your precious love tosses you aside, you still won't have me!" 
 
    "Suki!" 
 
    "Bastard! Fuck you, you fucking bastard!" she screamed, fleeing his tent. 
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    If Taylor had been embarrassed after his very public encounter with Jennifer, he was something much more than that when he got up the following morning. People were afraid to meet his eye. He felt like his authority over the crew had been diminished, sullied. He had been right; he never should have gotten involved with any of the crew. That was not the role of a starship captain, even in circumstances like these. 
 
    Victor came to him after breakfast. "I heard what happened last night, Michael." 
 
    "Was there anyone who didn't?"  
 
    "Perhaps the listening outposts on Mars didn't pick it up," said Victor. He paused, looking down for a moment. "Life is so difficult for you, isn't it? You want Jennifer, Jennifer doesn't want you, Suki wants you, but you don't want her. And Elizabeth...." he let his voice trail off. 
 
    "What about Elizabeth?"  
 
    "Haven't you noticed, Michael? She's the only woman who hasn't... paired off." 
 
    "I did notice, but I just thought she...." 
 
    Victor shook his head. "Go to her, Michael." 
 
    "Oh no," said Taylor. "I have seen firsthand what happens after I get involved with my crew. It's bad for morale. I'm not going to do it again." 
 
    "I know all that, Michael. But... when things cool down, go to her anyway." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    And so, later on that very day, Taylor somehow found himself in the company of Elizabeth. She smiled appreciatively as he offered to help her pick steaks from the field. They began talking, about small things. 
 
    Over the course of the next few days, he spent more and more time with her. Taylor knew she was an attractive woman, even with her hair in a bun; he remembered seeing her topless, immediately after they had transported up to the Devonshire. 
 
    And then inevitably, the inevitable happened. One night after dinner they were sitting and talking. Taylor watched with his eyes as Jennifer and Obongo hugged and kissed. They were much more open about it now. Then Obongo took Jennifer by the hand and towed her back to his tent. 
 
    "Does it still hurt?" Elizabeth asked. 
 
    “Harder, Obongo! Faster!” 
 
    "No," said Taylor. "I'm not thinking about Jennifer anymore," he said. And then, because he thought the time was right, and the mood was there, he reached over and kissed Elizabeth. 
 
    He felt no response. When he pulled back, she looked at him. 
 
    "What are you doing?" she asked. 
 
    "I...." 
 
    "I know what you were doing," she said. "The question is why?" 
 
    "I... I had hoped that was self-explanatory," said Taylor, suddenly realizing he had made a mistake. 
 
    "Michael... I don't mind being your friend. After all you've been through, after all I've been through, I would welcome it," said Elizabeth. "But... I'm not going to be a leftover. A second thought.  A second or third choice." 
 
    "You're not!" 
 
    "You clearly are in love with Jennifer. And maybe Suki. But you can't have them, so who is left? I am literally the only single woman left in this encampment. Even 68 year old Doctor Weatherby has a man." 
 
    "No, it's not like that," said Taylor. 
 
    "It is like that," said Elizabeth, fingering her bun self consciously. "Your reputation with women... on that planet you were stranded on... well precedes you, Captain. I'm not going to be another notch on your Survey Service belt." 
 
    "Elizabeth!" 
 
    "I think you should leave, now, Captain." 
 
    Taylor bit his lip, got up, and left. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Two days later, they noticed a change.  
 
    "There are a lot of happy people here, Michael," said Victor. 
 
    "Some people are happy, Victor," said Taylor. 
 
    "You're right, or at least, you were right," said Victor. "There are 42 men and 22 women on this planet. That means, not counting Suki and Elizabeth, that there are 20 happy women, and 20 happy men. That also means there are 22 unhappy men. Or rather, there were." 
 
    "What are you saying, Victor?" 
 
    Victor gave an enigmatic smile. "Come with me to the forest, and see." 
 
    Taylor followed Victor to the small wooded area where they collected fuel for their fires. The small wooded area had suddenly turned into a larger forest, with big trees. 
 
    And hanging from the branches of these trees were... women.  
 
    They were hanging from their necks, somehow physically attached to the trees. They were all unclothed, and all quite young and beautiful. 
 
     Taylor looked at them. "Are they alive?" 
 
    "I'm not quite sure how to answer that," said Victor. "Pull on one of them and see." 
 
    Taylor looked up at a blonde hanging above him. He tentatively reached out for a wrist. It felt warm. He pulled gently, and felt/heard a tearing sound, and the body came crashing down to the ground. 
 
    "Hehe, heheheheh," said the blonde. 
 
    "What is this?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Humanoid, sort of," said Doctor McCrae, coming over with a hand scanner. "Just like the others." 
 
    "Others?" 
 
    "A whole forest full of them, all women," said McCrae. 
 
    "Are they alive, Doctor?" 
 
    McCrae made a face. "Sort of. They're alive the same way a plant is. But if you're asking me if they have any consciousness, I'd say no." 
 
    Taylor looked at the forest of hanging, nude women. "Why in the world...." 
 
    "I think you have your answer there, Michael," said Victor. 
 
    Taylor looked several trees over. He saw Crewman Spinelli, reaching out to squeeze a redhead. He had a broad smile on his face as the redhead giggled. 
 
    "As you said, Michael, there were twenty unhappy men on this planet," said Victor. "But I predict that very soon, there will be none." 
 
    "Do you think our crew, and these... these living dolls?" 
 
    Victor gave him a knowing look. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Victor was right. The situation changed quickly. Soon instead of there being twenty two unhappy men in the encampment, there was only one. Or two, if Victor didn't partake (Taylor didn't know and didn't ask). And then they were treated to the spectacle of Ensign Raleigh breaking up with his 68 year old girlfriend, Doctor Iris Weatherby. 
 
    "The balance of power has changed, Michael. For the first time in human history, not all women can automatically be guaranteed satisfaction," said Victor. 
 
    Taylor didn't want to know. He saw the men, his men, going into the forest, and coming out sometime later. They had did it there, in front of each other, out in the open. They were becoming animals.  
 
    Taylor didn't stop it. He couldn't stop it. But he didn't go into the forest. At least, not for that. 
 
    But one day, he did go into the forest, and his jaw dropped. 
 
    He saw Pam. 
 
    She was hanging by her neck from a tree. She was like a ripe fruit, just waiting to be picked.  
 
    He stared into her eyes. He saw something there, a spark, maybe. But he knew there was no intelligence inside of it. It was just an overgrown sex toy. 
 
    Even as he watched, some intelligence, or force, caused the body to drop to the ground. Pam dropped to her back, and started giggling. He stared at her face, and body, and the opening between her legs, and felt aroused and horrified. 
 
    "Well, go on, Captain." 
 
    Suddenly, Suki was at his side. "This is what you've been waiting for, isn't it? I heard you were pining for some blonde girl back on Earth. I presume this is her. So go to it, Captain." 
 
    Anger flared in Taylor's eyes, and he slapped her across the face. She looked shocked for a moment. But then she gave a smile. "At least that time it was real. At least that time you meant it." She walked away, leaving Taylor to deal with his confused feelings. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    And then came the next change. 
 
    Taylor returned to the forest. It was unavoidable, if he wanted to collect wood for the fires. More and more of the crew were shirking their duties, leaving the harvesting of the food and the gathering of firewood to fewer and fewer crewmen. They spent their time watching the waterfalls, or here, in the forest... but they weren't gathering wood. If anything, they were expending it. 
 
    Taylor averted his eyes from his... busy... crewmen. But now he started to see something different. 
 
    There were new kinds of dolls now. 
 
    There were men dolls as well. 
 
    He saw them, hanging almost lifelessly from the trees, totally nude, young, attractive men, all ready to be used. 
 
    Taylor wondered whose desires had created them. 
 
    And then he found out. 
 
    He heard a deep feminine grunting. 
 
    He came around a bend, and saw a woman. 
 
    It was Suki Tanaka. Suki, coupling with a doll. 
 
    No, not just some doll. 
 
    A physically perfect copy of him, Michael Taylor. 
 
    Suki saw him and smiled, not skipping a beat. "Do you like it, Captain? All I did was think about you, and there you were."  
 
    "I like this version of you better," She said. "Less sanctimonious. Less hypocritical. Less complicated," said Suki. She smiled mockingly at him, even as she continued making love to his other self. 
 
    If Suki was hoping for a reaction, she was disappointed; Taylor just turned and walked away. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Could this be some kind of experiment, Victor?" said Taylor. 
 
    Victor shrugged. "Anything is possible... but I don't see what they would be testing for." 
 
    "To find out what we wish for." 
 
    "Well, that would be evident rather quickly." Victor made a face. "No, it doesn't feel like an experiment to me." He paused a moment. "I think… I think it feels more like... an amusement park." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "An amusement park of the future. One where you get everything you want." 
 
    "Everything except escape," said Taylor.  
 
    "Does everyone want escape, Michael? You've seen people sitting in a daze at the waterfalls. Having relations in the forest. For some people, this is a paradise." 
 
    "And for you, Victor?" 
 
    Victor shook his head. "No, I'm fully rested now, batteries recharged. I'm ready to get out and explore again." 
 
    "But how do we do that?" Taylor asked. 
 
    Vincent Roman suddenly came running up to them, almost breathless. "They took her!" 
 
    "What?" said Taylor. 
 
    "Aliens," said Vincent. "They took Elizabeth captive!" 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    It took some time for Vincent to be coherent. The Ascended had returned. They had stunned Elizabeth, and taken her captive. 
 
    "Wait a minute. The Ascended?" said Taylor. "We haven't seen them in... fourteen million years. It's not possible the very same beings could be here now. They would have evolved radically." 
 
    "Michael's right," said Victor. "Mankind evolved from apes in seven million years. It's very unlikely the Ascended would be the same, fourteen million years later." 
 
    "That may all be so," said Vincent. "But I'm telling you, they looked like Ascended. Big eyes, big forehead, grey robes? Not so easy to forget." 
 
    "Were you with Elizabeth when she was taken?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Not exactly," said Vincent. 
 
    Taylor stared at him. 
 
    "I was nearby... all right, I was watching her, from a distance," said Vincent. "I... I have feelings for Elizabeth, Captain. Feelings which-" 
 
    "Aren't safe to express in close quarters," said Victor. "We understand. Tell us what else you saw." 
 
    "They took her. North. They took her away on foot," said Midge. 
 
    "On foot?" said Taylor. Stranger and stranger. They knew the Ascended could teleport, even fourteen million years ago. On foot, how far could they go? They had explored several miles to the north, and found nothing. He turned to Victor. "I don't like this, Victor. It feels like we're in another experiment." 
 
    "Yes, now it does, I quite agree," said Victor. "The question is, what are we going to do about it?" 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Only one female, Setmuth?" the Ascended asked. 
 
    Elizabeth gradually felt herself returning to consciousness. She was in a large tent of some kind. She was pinioned to the air. 
 
    And her clothes were gone. "No... no, not again." 
 
    "This one is their leader. She has the most indomitable spirit, Kortit," said the other Ascended. 
 
    "No... it can't be," said Elizabeth. "We left you behind in the year eight million. This is fourteen million years later. You can't be here!" 
 
    "You believe you are the only beings able to travel through time?" said Kortit. "That is so short sighted of you." 
 
    "What is it... what do you want?" 
 
    "We have some questions, some questions that were not answered by the Judicator crew." 
 
    "You... you have the Judicator crew?" 
 
    "Some of them, yes. Mostly male. Very few females, though," said Kortit. 
 
    "What do you want?" Elizabeth asked. 
 
    "We wish to better understand human sensuality. Your breeding and reproduction habits." 
 
    "Why would you be interested in that?" 
 
    "As we have evolved over the millennia, our sensual abilities have decreased... slightly." 
 
    "Slightly?" 
 
    "We are considering an infusion of animal DNA, to improve our line." 
 
    "What do you want from me?" said Elizabeth. 
 
    "You must have relations, with one of us," said Setmuth. 
 
    "Oh no," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "I think changing your mind will be easy to accomplish," said Setmuth. He lifted a box from a nearby table. Inside, Elizabeth heard humming. As Setmuth opened the box, she heard a sound, a humming. It sounded like 
 
    "Momomomomomomom." 
 
    Setmuth took something out of the box. It looked like a pancake, but it was clearly alive.  
 
    "What... what is that?" 
 
    "It is your rider," said Setmuth. He moved behind Elizabeth.  
 
    "Don't put that thing on me!" Elizabeth cried. 
 
    "Take deep, easy breaths," said Setmuth. 
 
    "No!" Elizabeth cried. 
 
    "She is not taking deep, easy breaths," said Setmuth. 
 
    "Oh, it doesn't matter, just put it on her," said Kortit. 
 
    Elizabeth cried again as she felt something cold and clammy against her skin. Suddenly she stiffened, and felt tendrils in her mind. 
 
    "I can feel it!" she cried. "I can feel it in my head!" 
 
    "Don't fight it," said Kortit. "It will be over very soon." 
 
    "Oh... Oh... Oh," Elizabeth cried. Suddenly she felt terribly aroused. "What is happening to me?" 
 
    "The rider is filling you with desire." 
 
    Kortit was right. Elizabeth needed cuddling, and needed it badly. "Remove it!" 
 
    "The rider will come off on its own once it has been satisfied. Once you have been satisfied." 
 
    "No," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "And now we may begin." Kortit took off his robe. 
 
    "We will now perform the mating ritual," said Kortit. "Setmuth, monitor closely." 
 
    "I shall." 
 
    Kortit moved closer to Elizabeth. She saw those giant egg yolk eyes next to her and wanted to scream.  
 
    And then there was the distinct sound of a compression pistol firing, and then the same sound again, and suddenly, Kortit and Setmuth dropped to the ground, and Elizabeth, instantly released, followed them a second later.  
 
    And then Michael Taylor and Vincent Roman entered the tent. 
 
    "Elizabeth!" Taylor cried.  
 
    "There's something on her back," said Vincent. 
 
    Taylor turned her around, and grimaced when he saw the rider, nestled between her shoulder blades. He pulled at it with his hand. Elizabeth screamed when she felt a sharp stab of pain. "No, stop, it's killing me!" she cried. 
 
    "We have to get it off you," said Taylor. 
 
    "Just get me out of here," said Elizabeth. 
 
    They wrapped her in a grey robe, and escorted her away. As they left, Elizabeth saw they were on the edge of a massive workcamp, at the base of a mountain. A mountain and a workcamp that hadn't been there several days ago. 
 
    "You, you came for me," said Elizabeth, as they hurried away. 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. "And Vincent did too." 
 
    "Vincent?" said Elizabeth, turning to look at him as they helped her walk. She frowned at him. He tried to smile at her, but failed. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    When they got back to camp, everyone clustered around Elizabeth. Taylor shouted them back. He called for Doctor McCrae. 
 
    McCrae examined the creature on Elizabeth's back, using his hand scanner. "That's a nasty piece of business, whatever it is." 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "A parasite of some kind. It's hooked directly into the human nervous system. If we try to remove it, it could kill Elizabeth." 
 
    "But we can't just leave it there," said Taylor, watching it pulsate. 
 
    "There is a way," said Elizabeth. "A way to remove it." 
 
    "Good. Tell us," said Taylor. 
 
    "Alone," said Elizabeth. "I must speak to Taylor... alone." 
 
    McCrae scowled, but left her tent. 
 
    Elizabeth felt the rider pulsating on her back, filling her once again with desire. She reached up and started kissing Taylor. He was surprised, but tried to engage her in conversation between kisses. 
 
    "Elizabeth, does kissing me have anything to do with the way we can get rid of that creature on your back?" 
 
    Elizabeth nodded. She kept kissing Taylor, who started kissing her back. She whispered something in his ear. 
 
    "Really? Are you sure?" Taylor asked. 
 
    Elizabeth nodded again. 
 
    "With me?" said Taylor. 
 
    "Who else?" said Elizabeth, her eyes filled with need. 
 
    Taylor nodded. Elizabeth squealed with joy, and practically tore off his clothes. Then she cast aside her grey robe. 
 
    They made love. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    And so Taylor and Elizabeth officially became a couple. It was awkward when Jennifer came up to him the next morning and gave him a hug. "Oh, Michael, I'm so happy for you," she said. Of course, she had to know. They all knew. The whole camp had heard. It was quite embarrassing. 
 
    "Thanks," said Taylor gruffly. He knew what Jennifer was thinking. Now that his own needs were being taken care of, he could no longer be angry with her. Or could he? 
 
    Taylor and Victor talked after breakfast. 
 
    "What's going on here, Victor?" Taylor asked. "This Ascended base appeared out of nowhere." 
 
    Victor looked thoughtful. "The best I can figure out is that the planet created the Ascended who kidnapped Elizabeth." 
 
    "Can it do that? Create people?" 
 
    Victor shrugged. "It can create living dolls who hang from trees, perfect replicas of us except without any self awareness. I'd say the planet could do just about anything." 
 
    "But why, Victor?" 
 
    "It gives us what we need." 
 
    "We needed Elizabeth to get kidnapped?" said Taylor.  
 
    Victor smiled. "Elizabeth was alone, and miserable. You were alone, and also miserable. Now, what's changed, Michael?" 
 
    "We are... together." A thought struck Taylor. "Victor, are you saying this planet was... playing matchmaker with me and Elizabeth?" 
 
    Victor shrugged. "Occam's Razor, Michael. The simplest explanation is usually the right one." 
 
    "I don't know if that's the simplest explanation, Victor." 
 
    Victor put a hand on his shoulder. "Michael, would you accept some advice?" 
 
    "Sure, Victor." 
 
    He smiled again. "Why don't you take a short break from trying to figure it out, and just spend some time enjoying it?" 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They shared details about their personal lives. Elizabeth told him about Vincent. 
 
    "You really should forgive him, Elizabeth. He risked his life to help me rescue you," said Taylor. 
 
    "He whipped me, Michael. He whipped me, and he loved it." 
 
    "He's smitten with you. Forgive him. That's an order, from your Captain." He kissed her around her neck. 
 
    "You can't give an order like that," Elizabeth chuckled. 
 
    "Then consider it an order from your lover," said Taylor. He touched her. 
 
    "No," said Elizabeth. 
 
    He touched her more. 
 
    Elizabeth gasped. 
 
    "Kiss me, Michael," she said. "Kiss me, and I'll do anything you ask." 
 
    Taylor pressed his lips against hers, and Elizabeth felt as if she were being propelled through space and time. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Elizabeth ambled out of her tent. She felt wonderfully sore. And the first person she saw was.... 
 
    "Vincent!" 
 
    "I wasn't staring at you! Honest!" said Vincent. 
 
    "Vincent, come here!" said Elizabeth. 
 
    Vincent looked reluctant. 
 
    "Vincent! Come!" said Elizabeth. 
 
    He fearfully walked over to her. 
 
    "Closer." 
 
    He took a step forward. 
 
    "More." 
 
    He took another step. 
 
    "Almost there." 
 
    Vincent took another step, and now he was face to face with Elizabeth. 
 
    "Good," said Elizabeth. "Now... for once in your life, stop looking down at my breasts. Look at my face, Vincent. Women have those too, you know." 
 
    Vincent forced himself to look into her eyes. 
 
    "There, that's better," said Elizabeth. And then she did the most unexpected thing. 
 
    She hugged him. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Once Elizabeth opened up to Taylor about her past, he did the same. He told her about Pam.  
 
    "And she dropped you, just like that? Right after having relations?" Elizabeth was incredulous. 
 
    "I think she was trying to be kind," said Taylor. 
 
    "I think she was being a real bad person."  
 
    Taylor laughed. 
 
    Elizabeth looked into his eyes. "You... you still love her, don't you?" 
 
    Taylor looked away. 
 
    "After all she did to you, you still love her," said Elizabeth. "And what about Jennifer?" 
 
    Taylor sighed, and told her the story. Elizabeth's eyes widened as he told her of their experiences in the cave, and how Jennifer told him she loved him, and how he carried that burden around for more than a year, until he saw her with Babangida, and found out the truth. 
 
    "I... I always thought there was something special between the two of you," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "I thought so too," said Taylor. 
 
    "I think... she just wanted to be friends." 
 
    "Yes, that's what every man likes to hear from a woman he's attracted to," said Taylor. 
 
    "You love her too, don't you?" said Elizabeth. 
 
    Taylor didn't answer. 
 
    "I'm not jealous," said Elizabeth. "Not anymore. Pam is 22 million years in that direction. And Jennifer, well, now Jennifer might just as well be. She's equally unobtainable. I'm just happy we're together," she said, and she hugged him. 
 
    One night when they were cuddling... afterwards... Elizabeth said, "Michael, don't be angry with me." 
 
    "I'm not, unless you're going to tell me you're secretly in love with Obongo Babangida." 
 
    Elizabeth laughed. "You're funny, you know that? I never realized that. Oh, I knew you were brave and handsome, but funny? I have to add that to your list of good qualities." 
 
    Taylor reddened. "You were telling me about something?" 
 
    "Yes, dear," she said, laying her head on his chest. "When I was captured by the Ascended, they told me that they had the Judicator crew." 
 
    "What?" said Taylor, sitting up abruptly. "Why didn't you tell me this?" 
 
    "I was afraid you'd go after them," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "Tell me everything," he commanded. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "I don't know, Michael," said Victor. "Could you be injured in a rescue attempt? Could you be killed?" 
 
    "Victor, if the crew of the Judicator is at that workcamp, we have to help them." 
 
    "Yes, but are they? Or is this another game created by the planet? Those Judicator survivors, which Elizabeth admits she never saw, by the way, could be as real as the sex dolls we pick from trees. We know this planet can create things for us; more than that, it can create scenarios. This may simply be another one. One that could involve personal risk, if it's realistic enough." 
 
    "Everything you're saying may be true, Victor," said Taylor. "But if there's even a chance the crew of the Judicator is alive, I have to go after them. It's deep in the DNA of the Survey Service. We don't leave our people behind." 
 
    He remembered that vividly, when he had been stranded on PR-52981, without any hope of rescue. And then the USS Caledonia landed, and Captain Margaery Chung, in her Survey Service finest, came off her ship, led by an entourage of Survey Service Marines. The sight of her, in her fancy dress uniform, being escorted by marines to rescue him,  was an awe inspiring sight he would never forget for the rest of his life.  
 
    "I thought that would be your answer, Michael," said Victor. "Just be careful, please." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They were all volunteers. A dozen men with compression rifles. And Vincent was one of them. Taylor was rapidly becoming more and more impressed by the young scientist. Bill Carey and Obongo Babangida also volunteered. 
 
    They marched north. After an hour, they came to the mountain that hadn't been there before, as well as the workcamp that hadn't been there before. Taylor peered at the scene through magnifiers. 
 
    He saw them, all right. Men in torn and ripped uniforms, hauling rock out of a mine entrance. 
 
    "They're using them to mine?" said Taylor. He turned to Bill Carey. "This is like something out of a bad 20th century drama serial. No one has used physical labor for mining in centuries." 
 
    "It may be a created scenario, but that doesn't mean that those Ascended weapons can't kill," said Carey, pointing to Ascended sentries who held rifles. 
 
    Except that was wrong too. The Ascended didn't have guns. They didn't need them. 
 
    Taylor was tempted to call the whole thing off. It all just felt so... unreal. 
 
    But his sense of duty pushed him on. He couldn't leave them behind not knowing... not knowing if the Judicator crew were real. 
 
    He split his team up into two groups of five, one under his command, and the other under Bill Carey's. There were three guards on the left, and four on the right, and perhaps more they couldn't see in a series of tents. 
 
    Taylor raised a fist, counted to three with his hand, and gave a wave. 
 
    It could have been a textbook Survey Service operation. The Ascended fell quickly, one falling after another. After the perimeter guards were taken out, one group rushed into the tents, while another went to round up the prisoners. 
 
    Taylor was with the group who ran into the tents. By the time he got there, he saw two Ascended on the ground. 
 
    And then... that was it. 
 
    They had won. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    There were ninety four survivors from the Judicator, including Captain Robert Andrews. For a moment, Taylor wondered how they would feed them all. Then he realized the planet would quickly adjust and increase the number of cooked steaks and potatoes coming out of the ground. 
 
    The men (they were mostly men), looked haggard, and exhausted, as one would expect of men who had been used as slave labor. But Taylor recognized Captain Andrews, who he had briefly met once, long ago in Perth. 
 
    "Captain? Captain Andrews?" 
 
    The older man, covered in dust, turned to face Taylor. "Yes?" 
 
    "I'm Captain Michael Taylor, of the USS Devonshire," said Taylor. 
 
    "Devonshire," said Andrews. "Why Devonshire?" 
 
    What an odd question. 
 
    "We were sent into-" 
 
    "Yes, yes of course I have heard of the Devonshire. But it's an odd choice," said Andrews. And he looked at Taylor. "And you, too, are quite an unusual selection. I have heard of you, of course. Perhaps that's it." 
 
    Captain Andrews sounded a little disoriented. Which was understandable, given what he had went through. 
 
    "We have an encampment, about an hour south of here. Can you make it?" 
 
    "An hour?" said Andrews. "Why so long?" 
 
    "Why so long?" said Taylor, looking confused. 
 
    Andrews sighed. "That's a realistic distance, I guess. All right, we'll go." 
 
    As they started walking, Carey approached Taylor. "Sir? Notice anything... strange about these people?" 
 
    "They seem a little... lost." 
 
    "Like they don't really care. They don't seem happy to be rescued," said Carey. 
 
    "We don't know how long they were held prisoner for. We don't know what was done to them. We have to find out what happened here," said Taylor. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
    
When they got back to camp, Elizabeth ran up to Taylor and hugged him. He was still surprised by the change in her. She had become a completely different person. The shy scientist with her hair in a bun was gone, replaced by an expressive, vibrant woman. All she needed was a little physical loving to unbind her truly outgoing nature.  
 
    But Taylor wasn't nearly as happy when he saw Jennifer run up and hug Obongo. "I was so worried about you," she told him, casting a quick glance at Taylor. 
 
    "He's fine. We're all fine," said Taylor, with a frown.  "It was a textbook Survey Service operation." 
 
    Except, it wasn't. It was easy. Way too easy. It reminded Taylor of their arrival in orbit, when they had blasted one enemy ship after another without difficulty. 
 
    "Jennifer! See that these men get food and water." 
 
    "Yes, Michael." 
 
    Captain. 
 
    Taylor felt uneasy with so many strangers in his encampment. The newcomers outnumbered his crew. But they were all Survey Service. If they were Survey Service. 
 
    Taylor sat down next to Captain Andrews, who was wolfing down his food. "Captain Andrews?" 
 
    "Yes?" said Andrews, looking at Taylor as if he were a stranger. "I'm trying to eat. Can we do this later?" 
 
    "I was just wondering if we could talk," said Taylor. 
 
    "All right," said Andrews. "What do you want?" He looked at Taylor. "Have we met before?" 
 
    "Yes. At the Tactics Conference in Perth. I came up to you after your lecture-" 
 
    "That explains it," said Andrews. "That's why you're here." 
 
    "What's why I'm here?" said Taylor. 
 
    "Never mind that. Ask your questions," said Andrews, talking while he chewed. 
 
    "How long were you a prisoner of the Ascended?" 
 
    "The Ascended? Is that what you call them?" One of Andrew's men snorted. 
 
    "What did you call them?" 
 
    Andrews shrugged. "The big heads." 
 
    Something wasn't right here. 
 
    "How many years were you their prisoner?" Taylor asked. 
 
    Andrews tried to think. "Seven...  maybe eight." 
 
    "Years?" said Taylor. 
 
    "No, hours." 
 
    "Hours? Are you joking?" said Taylor. 
 
    Andrews made a face. "Who thought this one up? Stillwell, did you think him up?" 
 
    "No, Captain," said one of the men. 
 
    "Barnaby?" 
 
    "Not me, Captain," said another man. 
 
    At that moment Jennifer came by with a platter of corn cobs. "Would any of you men like some corn?" 
 
    "I'll have what you got there, sister," said one of the men. He pulled Jennifer onto his lap. 
 
    "Hey!" said Taylor, springing forward. Lieutenant Babangida was two paces behind him. "Let her go." 
 
    The man grabbing Jennifer laughed and fondled her. 
 
    Taylor's face grew dark. "I'm going to give you five seconds-" 
 
    "What? Isn't she part of the story?" said the man. He grabbed Jennifer by the waist, even as she struggled to free herself. "This is a lively one! I'll bet she's good in bed!" 
 
    Jennifer tried to elbow him in the face, but the man grabbed her arm from behind and pinioned her. 
 
    Babangida sprang forward, and decked the man in the face. The man who had grabbed Jennifer fell sprawling, eliciting some laughs. But several of the Judicator stood up, and looked ready to jump Babangida. 
 
    Suddenly there was the classic ping of a compression pistol firing into the air. Everyone looked up, and saw Captain Taylor, with a smoking compression gun in his hand. Behind him were a half dozen men, similarly armed. "I suggest you all sit back down, slowly." When no one moved, he added, "Right now." 
 
    The men slowly started to sit down, but even as they did, they complained about the situation. 
 
    "This isn't a good game," said one. 
 
    "I don't like this one," said another. 
 
    "Who thought it up?" a third demanded to know. 
 
    Jennifer made her way to safety. 
 
    "Jennifer, are you all right?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Yes, Michael. Thank you," she said. He winced as she flew straight to Babangida's arms.  
 
    "What's going on here?" Captain Andrews asked. "Can we end this, please?" 
 
    "End what?" said Taylor. 
 
    "This game. We're tired of it, already. We're ready for the next one," said Andrews. "Aren't we, men?" 
 
    The men roared their approval. 
 
    "What game do you think this is?" said Taylor. 
 
    Victor suddenly stepped forward. "Perhaps I can shed some light on this. Captain Andrews, have you ever seen me before?" 
 
    "No," said Captain Andrews. 
 
    Victor raised his voice. "All you men. Have any of you men ever seen me before?" 
 
    There was silence. Then Andrews said, "How can that be?" 
 
    "Victor, what is this all about?" 
 
    "Everything that is produced here, Michael, and everyone, comes from someone's memories," said Victor. 
 
    "If you're not from our memories... are you saying you're real?" said Captain Andrews. 
 
    "We are real," said Victor. 
 
    "No!" came one of the men. "It's another game, Captain! A new kind of game!" 
 
    Doubt flickered in Captain Andrew's eyes. "Another Survey Service crew... here... twenty two million years in the future... how could you possibly be real? No, you're part of a new game." 
 
    "It's no game, Captain," said Taylor. "My name is Lieutenant Commander Michael Taylor, and I am Captain of the USS Devonshire." 
 
    "The Devonshire, yes... but a Lieutenant Commander? No, this must be a game." 
 
    "It's real," said Taylor, looking into his eyes. "After the Judicator failed to report in, Admiral Von Windhoek sent in the Devonshire, under my command." 
 
    "You... I remember you now," said Andrews. "You pretended to be a god, on that planet." 
 
    "That's right." 
 
    Andrews nodded. "Von Windhoek might just have been crazy to send you." Doubt flickered in his eyes. "Could you really be real... after all these years?" 
 
    "We are real, Captain." said Taylor. "Please. What is this place? What is going on here?" 
 
    "You don't know? You really don't know?" said Andrews. 
 
    "Please, tell us," said Jennifer. 
 
    Andrews licked his lips. "This... none of this is real. When we emerged from the Black Box, we hit a spatial anomaly. It took us to this place. It's a fantasy land. Anything we imagine becomes real." 
 
    "Anything?" said Taylor. "If I wished for a fully functioning spaceship-" 
 
    "It doesn't work that way," said Andrews. "It doesn't latch onto conscious wishes. It picks our brain and chooses what it wants. We thought this was another game. We've been playing games for so, so long...." his voice trailed off. 
 
    "How long, Captain?" 
 
    "I don't know... years....." said Andrews, sounding defeated. 
 
    "Is there any way out of this place?" 
 
    "Not that I know of," said Andrews. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "A fantasy world that feeds off our wishes. Or some of them, at any rate," said Victor. 
 
    "That still makes no sense to me," said Taylor. "I certainly didn't wish to crash the ship and strand the crew here." 
 
    "But we have seen things here that have given us what we wanted," said Victor. "Fully cooked food that grows right out of the ground. Waterfalls that let us see across time and space. Realistic human dolls which resembles other crewmembers." 
 
    Suki blushed. 
 
    "So why can't we just wish ourselves out of here?" 
 
    "The planet seems to pick and choose what wishes it wants to fulfill," said Victor. "Maybe the answer is to reduce its range of choices."
  
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The two crews sat in two big circles. 
 
    "What should we all think? That we want an end to this?" said Taylor. 
 
    "Careful, Michael. We might think ourselves to death," said Victor. "We have to be very specific. We should think... something simple. That we wish to leave this place." 
 
    "All right," said Taylor. He raised his voice. "Listen up! I want you to think one thought, and one thought only! You want to leave. You want to leave. You want to leave." He could hear his crew, and the crew of the Judicator, start to repeat it. "Keep going! If you have stray thoughts, ignore them. Focus, people, focus!" 
 
    "I want to leave. I want to leave. I want to leave," said Suki, her eyes closed 
 
    "I want to leave. I want to leave. I want to leave," said Jennifer as she stared straight ahead. 
 
    "I want to leave. I want to leave. I want to leave," said Vincent, his hands clenched. 
 
    This continued for a minute, and then two, and then longer…. 
 
    "It's not working," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "Keep going! We're the Survey Service! We don't give up!" Taylor yelled. 
 
    "I want to leave. I want to leave. I want to leave," said Bill Carey, gritting his teeth. 
 
    "I want to leave. I want to leave. I want to leave," said Karen Levenson, taking rapid breaths. 
 
    Taylor said, "I want to-" and suddenly stopped, as a man in a grey robe appeared in front of him.  
 
    "We hear you," said the man mildly. 
 
    "Who are you?" said Taylor suspiciously. The man looked like an Ascended. He had the big forehead and the large egg yolk eyes. 
 
    "I am Attendant A14. How may I be of assistance?" 
 
    "We want to leave." 
 
    "Then why don't you?" A14 asked. 
 
    We can't." 
 
    The man frowned, and stared at Taylor with his big eyes. "Just a moment." He stared at Taylor, and stared, and stared some more. 
 
    Then he smiled. "I see. This may be difficult to explain." 
 
    "Try," Taylor suggested. 
 
    Attendant A14 said. "I see you arrived from the temporal phenomenon which is currently orbiting the Earth." 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. 
 
    "The area in which you emerged in has some spatial irregularities." said A14. He pointed to Captain Andrews. "Your ship," and then he pointed at Taylor, "And then your ship, both entered a virtual layer." 
 
    "Virtual layer?" 
 
    "Do you mean another dimension?" 
 
    "You... could think of it in that way," said A14. "We prefer to call it a virtual layer." 
 
    "All the things that have happened to us... has that been your doing?"  
 
    "No," said A14. "In this virtual layer, your thoughts turn into reality." 
 
    "Our thoughts? I assure you, I didn't think of crashing my ship-" 
 
    "Just a moment," said Attendant 14. He stared at Taylor for a long moment. Then he nodded. "You are on a mission of incredible importance to you." 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. 
 
    "And you are under tremendous stress to complete it." 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor again. 
 
    "And part of your mind wishes to avoid this mission." 
 
    "What? No!" said Taylor. 
 
    "Part of your mind wishes to avoid the responsibility of this mission. Part of your mind wants to avoid stress. Part of your mind wants... relaxation. A hiatus," said A14. 
 
    "A... vacation?" said Victor. 
 
    "Yes," said A14. 
 
    "No," said Taylor, that's not true. "I didn't  think those things." 
 
    "Perhaps not consciously. But this virtual layer interacts in unusual way with untrained animal minds. It may be that your unconscious was more in sync with the creation system than your conscious mind." 
 
    "So you're saying that everything that has happened here... that we wanted it to happen, on some level?" said Elizabeth. "That it was us, all along?" 
 
    "Of course. No intelligence was directing your fate here. It was all self-driven, even if you yourselves were not fully aware of it." 
 
    "No," said Elizabeth, looking at Taylor as she struggled with the implications of this. Being captured. The rider! Relations with Taylor- 
 
    "What is the purpose of this... place?" Victor asked. "Surely it isn't a coincidence that there is a rift so close to Earth." 
 
    "Surely not," said Attendant A14. "From your minds, I understand you are originally from 22 million years in the past, but have recently visited eight million years in your future. Is that correct?" 
 
    "Yes," said Victor. 
 
    "Then you clearly saw a time when intellectual achievements were prized above all else." 
 
    "Yes, the Ascended," said Victor. "And there were also the Lowers-" 
 
    "Who became extinct, many millions of years ago," said A14. 
 
    "They did?" 
 
    "Yes," said A14. 
 
    "Oh," said Victor, putting his hand over his mouth in grief. 
 
    "But the ones you call the Ascended did not. However, some grew weary pursuing science, for the sake of science. They grew weary of living. And so, when they opened a gateway to this... realm, many decided to stay here." 
 
    "Giving up a live of reality to live in a fantasy," said Taylor. 
 
    "What you call fantasy, others call reality," said A14. "And what you call reality, others call fantasy. Even your so-called reality is only a fiction to many. It all depends on your perspective." 
 
    Taylor paused. "Are the people in this time period responsible for the time tunnel?" 
 
    "No," said A14. "For the answer to that, you must go further ahead in time." 
 
    Further! They had already come twenty two million years into the future! 
 
    "All right. Can you return us to our reality?" said Taylor. 
 
    "You never left," said Attendant A14. 
 
    "We didn't?" 
 
    "Not your bodies, in any event. Only your consciousness." 
 
    A chill went down Taylor's spine. "We're still... in the real world?" 
 
    "Yes," said A14. "I can restore you, if your bodies still exist." He looked at Captain Andrews of the Judicator. "By your time frame, your people have been here 14.2 years." 
 
    "14.2 years?" said Captain Andrews. "Has it really been that long?" 
 
    "I'm afraid your bodies have long since ceased to function. You cannot be returned," said A14. 
 
    "But.. but what are we then?" 
 
    "You are disassociated consciousnesses, living without physical form," said A14. 
 
    "And us," said Taylor, his heart beating rapid. "We've... we've been here for months! We... we must be dead too!" He found himself looking at Jennifer, and a tear formed in his eye. 
 
    A14 looked at Taylor with his big egg yolk eyes. "Captain Taylor. Your crew has been in this virtual layer for... 2.4 of your standard hours." 
 
    "Two hours?" said Taylor. "How can that be? No, I'm sure we've been here for over-" 
 
    "2.4 standard hours. Your bodies are quite functional. Do you wish to return to them?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. "Please!" 
 
    "Wait!" said Andrews. He looked at Taylor. "You're going to continue the mission?" 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    "Take our ship," said Andrews. "It's the most modern battle cruiser in existence." He turned to A14. "Our ship still exists, doesn't it?" 
 
    "Oh, most certainly." 
 
    "Then when you return them to their ship, tell them where ours is to be found." 
 
    "It will be done," said A14. 
 
    "Thank you, Captain," said Taylor. He saluted Andrews, even as everything started to fade. Andrews and his men saluted him back. 
 
    He heard voices shouting goodbyes. 
 
    "Tell Earth about us! Don't forget us! " 
 
    "We will!" Taylor cried. 
 
    And then they were gone. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    And then they were back on the Devonshire. All of them. 
 
    Taylor looked at the bridge crew. Their ripped and worn uniforms were suddenly clean and perfectly pressed. Of course. None of it had been real. 
 
    "Suki,"  he said, realizing this was the first real word he had spoken in a long time. At least 2.4 hours. 
 
    "Yes sir?" she said, a little uncertainly. 
 
    "See if you can locate the Judicator." 
 
    "Aye sir." 
 
    Jennifer went over to Taylor. "Michael... it all wasn't real?" 
 
    "It depends on your view of reality, Jennifer," said Victor. "Doesn't it, Elizabeth?" 
 
    Elizabeth frowned and turned away. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5: The Year 500,000,000 
 
      
 
    The USS Devonshire was not a happy ship. 
 
    Neither was the USS Judicator. 
 
    They found the battle cruiser, off their starboard bow. Taylor took a team aboard, but no scientists, and he purposely excluded Jennifer and Suki. They didn't need to see this. 
 
    They came aboard wearing spacesuits, which was a good idea. They found the rotting, decomposing bodies of the Judicator crew on the ship. Taylor put Lieutenant Babangida in charge of a detail to clean the ship and fumigate it from stem to stern. 
 
    This took four days. But while their bodies were not in need of physical recovery, their minds were. Even if their experiences had all been virtual, they had had  a definite effect on them. 
 
    The change in Elizabeth was remarkable. After they got settled in on the Devonshire again, Taylor's heart sank as he saw her hair up in a bun again, and her face frosty cold. His heart sank, but he knew he had to try. He sat down next to her in the cafeteria. 
 
    "Elizabeth," Taylor said. 
 
    "Captain," she replied, picking at her food. 
 
    Captain. Now he was sure of it. 
 
    "Elizabeth, stop eating and look at me." 
 
    She kept eating. 
 
    "Elizabeth, I gave you an order." 
 
    Her fork dropped with a clang. "Yes, Captain." 
 
    "Why, Elizabeth?" he said, reaching out to touch her hand. She shrank away. "What's wrong?" 
 
    "It wasn't real. It was all a fantasy," she said. 
 
    "No it wasn't," said Taylor. "It was very real. It just had no physicality." 
 
    "That's right," said Elizabeth. "You and I... we never did it." 
 
    "With our minds, we did," said Taylor. 
 
    "We never did it," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "Elizabeth... you became a changed person... wonderful... loving... unrepressed...." 
 
    "I became part of what you wanted me to be. I was your fantasy," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "No... no," said Taylor. "It was yours too!" 
 
    "Was it?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. "Your getting captured. Having that creature put on your back. That was all your doing." 
 
    "No," Elizabeth whispered. She remembered having that parasite on her back, filling her mind with lust. Did she somehow do it to herself? No, it was too horrid a thought to bear. 
 
    "Yes, it was. Don't you see, Elizabeth? It was your subconscious, struggling to get out. You want to be that person that you became." 
 
    "That wasn't me," said Elizabeth. "Maybe it was my subconscious. Maybe it was you. But it certainly wasn't me, the conscious, thinking part of me." 
 
    "So... our time together. What we did. The feelings we shared-" 
 
    "A lie," said Elizabeth. "All a lie." 
 
    "Elizabeth-" 
 
    "Don't you have some more important duties to attend to, Captain?" she said, in a louder voice.  
 
    Taylor felt many eyes on him. He nodded and got up. "I'm sorry, Elizabeth. I really liked getting to know the other you." 
 
    "I'm sure you did," she whispered, her eyes a swirl with mixed feelings. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Those weren't the only hurt feelings on the crew. Some who had paired off in the virtual layer stayed together in the real one; but other broke off their relationships. And then, of course, there was Suki. 
 
    Now that she knew exactly how Taylor felt about her, or, to be more precise, how he didn't feel about her, she was coldly efficient around him, but nothing more. Theirs was a relationship that was almost as cold as the one between Taylor and Jennifer. 
 
    For now they had two ships, and that only created more dissension in the ranks. Under traditional Survey Service doctrine, Taylor should have retained command of the Devonshire, and handed over command of the Judicator to his first officer, Jennifer Hale. Even though the Judicator was a far superior ship to the Devonshire, Survey Service custom dictated that a captain never give up command of his own ship. 
 
    Michael Taylor, of course, was a maverick who didn't feel bound by Survey Service tradition. So instead of retaining command of the Devonshire and putting Jennifer in command of the Judicator, he himself took command of the Judicator and put Bill Carey in command of the Devonshire. 
 
    To say that Jennifer was outraged was an understatement. Not only was she denied command of the Judicator, but Bill Carey, who technically was her junior, was being given the Devonshire over her. 
 
    She let loose her anger in the privacy of his command office. 
 
    "Is this revenge, Michael? Tell me, so I'll know the truth." 
 
    "It's not revenge, Jennifer, far from it." 
 
    "Then why have you given your second officer command of the Devonshire over the back of your first officer?" Her eyes were large and angry. 
 
    "Bill was the former first officer of the Devonshire-" 
 
    "Fine. He can be first officer again- 
 
    "-And has more experience with the ship than you do." 
 
    "And you as well!" 
 
    "And me as well," Taylor agreed. "Also, the Judicator is a big ship. With a skeleton crew of 32, it will be a struggle to maintain it. That's why I need you by my side there." 
 
    "And Obongo? Where will he be?" 
 
    Taylor took a deep breath. "Lieutenant Babangida will be Bill Carey's first officer on the Devonshire." 
 
    "So it just so happens that the perfect command structure leaves me out of command and me and Obongo on different ships, do I have that right?" 
 
    "Jennifer, you make it sound like I constructed the Table of Organization based on a lover's quarrel." 
 
    "Well, didn't you?" she said, her eyes flashing as she practically yelled in his face. 
 
    Taylor faced her calmly. "No, Jennifer, I didn't." 
 
    "I think you did, Michael! I think you still can't get past the cave. You're still there right now, on Sirius IV, wishing you could freeze that minute in time forever. Well you can forget it, Michael Taylor! You are never going to fuck me, Michael! Do you hear me? Never!" she shouted. 
 
    Before he could reply, she turned and marched out of his ready room. 
 
    Taylor bit his lip. He looked down. His hands were shaking. 
 
    The USS Devonshire was not a happy ship. 
 
    And neither was the  Judicator. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The Judicator was a giant. It had six pulse cannons, ten megajoulers, and two torpedo tubes. It was a killer in space. 
 
    None of which had helped the previous crew, Taylor reminded himself. 
 
    Still, it was an honor to helm the ship. Most Survey Service officers never rose to the rank of Captain. Most Survey Service captains could never aspire to helm anything more powerful than a frigate, if they were lucky. Very lucky. 
 
    To be the Captain of a battle cruiser was extremely rare. There were only four of them in the entire fleet.  
 
    That's why Taylor had elected to bring most of the crew on board. He would need every one of them. He left Bill Carey with a skeleton crew of nine men. That was a far smaller crew, but the Devonshire was a much smaller ship. Carey was delighted  at his promotion, though understandably leery. "What about Jennifer?" he had asked. 
 
    "You just let me worry about Jennifer," said Taylor quietly, and his face told it all. 
 
    And so now the Judicator made its way to the Black Box, followed by the Devonshire, half a mile astern. They carefully scanned for spatial rifts; the last thing they wanted to do was to end up in a virtual layer again. It was almost a relief to be inside the comforting blackness of the Black Box once again. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "I wonder how far forward we will go this time," said Victor, stretching out in the crew lounge. 
 
    "I don't know," said Taylor morosely. 
 
    "Don't be so sad, Michael. Our mission is completed." 
 
    "Is it?" 
 
    "Well, you saw the Earth when we got out of the virtual layer. It was still there, and still populated by the descendants of humans," said Victor. "So obviously the Black Box did not destroy the Earth in our time." 
 
    "I suppose so," said Taylor. 
 
    "So what are we still doing here?" Victor asked. 
 
    Taylor frowned. "Even if the Black Box didn't destroy the Earth, it still could have killed millions of people. We still have to try to stop it, if we can, or make certain that it will do no harm… or make certain that it did no harm, if you know what I mean." He paused. "In any event, I don't know how we could get home even if we wanted to. The Black Box seems to go in one direction only--to the future." 
 
    "At some point if we arrive in a nice future, perhaps we should think about settling down," said Victor. 
 
    "On a planet of green fields, with giggling girls hanging from trees, just waiting to be taken?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "All right. Maybe someplace nicer than that," said Victor. He looked intently at Taylor. "You know, they can't all hate you forever." 
 
    Jennifer. Elizabeth. Suki. 
 
    "That all depends on whether this time tunnel can take us to forever," said Taylor. 
 
    Victor laughed. "Suki will get over it. And so will Jennifer. You two have been good friends for a long time. You will again." 
 
    "You think so?" 
 
    "I know so," said Victor. 
 
    "And Elizabeth?" 
 
    Victor smiled and shook his head. "It's truly astonishing. There's such a duality in her. Sexual tension is an amazing thing. The deep, sensual side of her got so repressed, that it dreamed up the need to have an alien parasite control her mind to get her to open up." 
 
    "You really think she wanted that thing on her back, controlling her?" 
 
    "Yes," said Victor. "Part of her, anyway. You awoke something in her, Michael. Something she wants to deny," he added. "She blames you for it, of course. But I think, in the long run, she cannot deny what she truly is. None of us can." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The ships had been in the Black Box for two days when the next window showed itself. 
 
    "It's only been two days," said Taylor, looking at the window on the side of the time tunnel. "The last jump was four, and that took us 14 million years into the future. Does this mean we've only travelled another seven million years into the future?" 
 
    "Only another seven million years, Michael?" said Victor. "You should listen to yourself. You've gotten jaded about traveling through millions of years of time." 
 
    "I guess the human mind can adapt to just about anything," said Taylor. "But the question remains--do we go out? The last two times we emerged things didn't go so well for us." 
 
    "I beg to disagree," said Victor. "The first time we emerged, we learned a fantastic wealth of information about our future." 
 
    "I think you were the only one who wasn't being tortured, Victor." 
 
    "True, I do have a unique perspective on our visit there," said Victor. "But in our last stop, we acquired a top of the line Survey Service battle cruiser. I wouldn't call that a wasted stop either, would you?" 
 
    "Perhaps not, when you look at it that way," said Taylor. "You want us to stop, don't you?" 
 
    Victor nodded. 
 
    "Jennifer?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Why ask me?" she said. "You always listen to Victor." 
 
    "I am asking because I want your opinion." 
 
    Jennifer remained silent. 
 
    "Elizabeth?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "She's right," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "About what?" 
 
    "Everything," said Elizabeth. "You're going to do what you want, so just do it. Don't pretend to consult with us." 
 
    "Elizabeth," said Taylor, with a hurt tone. 
 
    "Captain, we're running up to the edge of the window," said Suki. "Have you finished consulting with all your former girlfriends?" 
 
    "Watch your tongue, Ensign!" said Jennifer sharply 
 
    "Yes Ma'am," said Suki, with an insolent tone in her voice. 
 
    "Take us out, Ensign," said Taylor. 
 
    "YES SIR," said Suki coldly and emphatically. 
 
    The Judicator was not a happy ship. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They steered for the window. 
 
    They had no radio contact with the Devonshire, due to the fantastic speeds they were travelling at, but they could see the Devonshire, a steady half mile behind them. As they turned, Taylor was relieved to see the Devonshire follow them. 
 
    They emerged into normal space. 
 
    The first thing they noticed was the sun. 
 
    It was red tinged, hot and glowing.  
 
    Everyone on the bridge oooohed. 
 
    "What happened to the sun?" Suki asked. 
 
    "I think you'll find that answer when you tell us when we've arrived at," said Wade Tanner, the astrophysicist. 
 
    "Processing the star readings," said Suki. They waited a long moment. "No... no, this can't be right." 
 
    "What is it, Suki?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "It's... considering how far we travelled, there is a really large margin for error, sir. It would only be a rough estimate-" 
 
    "Spit it out, ensign-" 
 
    Suki turned to face him. "According to these star readings, we are five hundred million years from our point of origin. Plus or minus fifteen million years." 
 
    "Five hundred million years?" said Taylor. 
 
    "That's not possible," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "Check the star fixes again," said Taylor. 
 
    "I have, sir. It's confirmed," said Suki. "Star fixes were never meant to be a measure of time this far into the future. That's why the margin of error has grown so large. But it does seem very likely that we are five hundred million years into our futures." 
 
    "Five hundred million years," said Taylor. "Does anything remotely like the human race even exist anymore?" 
 
    "Almost certainly not," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "I'm almost feeling sentimental for those big headed bug eyed creatures," said Doctor McCrae wryly. 
 
    "I think Suki is right," said Wade Tanner. "The sun give us the confirmation we need." 
 
    "The sun?" 
 
    "It's well known that the sun will eventually run out of hydrogen and turn into a red dwarf," said Tanner. 
 
    "A red dwarf?" said Suki. 
 
    "As the hydrogen in the Sun runs dry, the Sun will get even hotter and begin to burn helium. And then the sun will turn red. We estimated it would take a billion years or so to happen. The red tinge we are seeing now, shows that it is well on the way." 
 
    "What would the Sun's transformation do to the Earth?" Suki asked. 
 
    "Make things hotter, I imagine," said Tanner. "Scan the Earth. What do you find?" 
 
    Ensign Collins turned to his viewer. "Scanning... the Earth is now... is now all water." 
 
    "All water?" said Taylor. 
 
    "It makes sense," said Tanner. "With increasing heat, the inhabitants have bioengineered Earth to be totally made of water, to keep them cool." 
 
    "But humans can't survive in water." 
 
    "Who said anything about humans?" said Tanner. 
 
    There was a silence for a long moment, and then they heard the sounds of blips. 
 
    "Contacts!" said Suki. 
 
    "How many?" 
 
    "Nine," said Suki. 
 
    "Main viewer." 
 
    They were bubbles. Small, clear bubbles, no more than 20 feet in diameter. And inside each bubble was.... 
 
    "Magnify!" said Taylor. 
 
    The crew gasped. 
 
    Inside each bubble was what looked like a giant squid, with one large eye. 
 
    "Hail them," said Taylor. 
 
    A moment later Suki said, "No response." 
 
    "They don't look friendly to me," said Ensign Collins. 
 
    "How can you know that by looking at them?" said Victor. "That's the natural human instinct, to assume-" 
 
    Suddenly, the ship was knocked off course as it was hit by an energy beam. 
 
    "Force fields at maximum," said Taylor. "Ready all weapons!" 
 
    The bubbles opened fire on them, each of them blasting an energy beam at the ship. They were like a swarm. They were too fast for the plasma cannons, and even the megajoulers were having trouble tracking them. 
 
    Bill Carey, to his credit, quickly brought the Devonshire in for close support of the Judicator. The Devonshire scored a hit on one of the bubbles, blasting it to pieces, but the Judicator kept missing. They were simply too fast and agile. 
 
    "Force screens down to 70 percent, Captain," said Suki. 
 
    "Keep firing," said Taylor. That was one of the luxuries of a battle cruiser. More powerful defenses. If they were on the Devonshire, their force fields would be nearly depleted by now. 
 
    "Got one!" said Ensign Raleigh, who was manning the weapon controls. They cheered as a bubble exploded into pieces. 
 
    "Great, now we only have seven left." 
 
    But the bubbles were depleting their defenses faster than they could destroy them. Taylor was considering calling for a withdrawal when new forces appeared. 
 
    "Captain, more bubbles!" 
 
    "On screen!" 
 
    It was indeed more bubbles, six of them. But these bubbles had different occupants. 
 
    On first glance, they looked.... 
 
    "Human?" said Jennifer disbelievingly. "In the year 500,000,000?" 
 
    "Captain, the new bubbles are firing on the first wave of bubbles," said Suki. 
 
    It was true. The bubbles controlled by the human-looking beings were driving away the bubbles piloted by the squids. They blew up one bubble, and then another, and then the remaining squid bubbles withdrew. 
 
    Suddenly, a face of a brown haired man appeared on their viewscreen, inside a bubble. "Greetings," he said. 
 
    "Greetings," said Taylor. "Thank you for your help." 
 
    "You are welcome. You are most fortunate. We do not often venture out this far. The United's patrols are becoming stronger and stronger." 
 
    "The United?" said Taylor. 
 
    "The creatures we just engaged," said the man. "My name is Tammad. From the construction of your vessel, is it safe to say that you are from what you call the 23rd century?" 
 
    "How did you know that?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "We know many things," said Tammad. "The United will return soon, in greater force. Will you accompany us to a place of safety?" 
 
    Taylor considered. "All right." 
 
    "Follow our bubbles," said Tammad. 
 
    "Suki, set a course. Mr. Collins, signal the Devonshire to follow," said Taylor. 
 
    Tammad's image faded from the viewscreen. 
 
    "Humans in the year five hundred million," said Victor. 
 
    "I don't believe that, not for a minute," said Taylor. 
 
    "If you think it's a trap, why are you following him?" 
 
    "They are not firing at us... right now, at least," said Taylor. "We are apparently five hundred million years in the future. We have to find out what's going on here, and I don't think those squids are going to talk to us politely, do you?" 
 
    "Probably not," said Victor. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They followed the human bubbles to Mars, where they found the remains of a shattered ring. 
 
    It wasn't exactly a ring; it was more like a man made circle, that stretched in a circumference around Mars, a circle two miles in diameter and white and gleaming. But something had smashed the ring to pieces, and now the  wreckage floated in a similar orbit, with pieces ranging in size from twenty feet to forty miles. 
 
    "Imagine that. Building a ring around Mars. What a technological achievement," said Wade Tanner, the astrophysicist. 
 
    "And then someone destroyed it," said Victor. "Throughout human history, it has always been easier to destroy than create." 
 
    "And not just human history, I'll bet," said Doctor McCrae. 
 
    The bubbles led them to a fragment that was about eight miles long. Taylor decided what to do. "Victor, Elizabeth, you're with me. Babangida, arm two crewmen and meet me at the shuttle." He turned to Jennifer. "If I don't return, draw the obvious conclusions." 
 
    "Yes sir," she said, her face full of mixed emotions. Taylor saw her give a longing look at Obongo. Obongo looked back at her and nodded. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "They certainly look human," said Elizabeth, as they stepped out of the shuttle. 
 
    They could see the men and women waiting for them at the end of the white landing platform. Everything was white here.  
 
    "Amazing," said Victor. The white strip continued as far as the eye could see, from their perspective. But when they looked up, they saw the reddish bulk of Mars looming in the sky, as well as the stars. "There must be some kind of force screen keeping the atmosphere in. I could get agoraphobia looking up like this." 
 
    "Then don't look up," said Doctor McCrae, who had insisted on coming along at the last minute.  
 
    They walked over to their hosts, a small group of men and women.  
 
    "Greetings once again," said their leader. "I am Tammad." 
 
    "And I am-" 
 
    "Captain Michael Taylor," said Tammad. "And Doctor Elizabeth Shaw, Professor Victor Berman, Doctor William McCrae, Lieutenant Obongo Babangida, Ensign Clay Raleigh, and Crewman Rudy Garrett. Welcome. Please follow me to the reception area." 
 
    He took them to an outdoor space which had inclined seating--all in white, of course.  The area was ringed by pillars. As they sat down, Taylor looked inquiringly at Tammad. 
 
    "Yes, Captain Taylor, we are telepathic. But we are happy to speak to you using verbal communication. It would be an honor." 
 
    "An honor?" said Taylor. Out of the corner of his eye he saw McCrae raising a hand scanner.  
 
    "You resemble the original ones, which we have modeled ourselves after. It is such a pleasure to see your kind again." 
 
    "Again?" said Taylor. 
 
    "Yes," said Tammad. "Two years ago, our Expedition encountered the valiant crew of the Survey Service Deep Space Cruiser Exeter." 
 
    The Exeter. The ship that had returned mysteriously with eight melted bodies on it. 
 
    "What happened to them?" 
 
    "They all perished, so we think. All except one," said Tammad. 
 
    "One?" 
 
    "Me, Captain Taylor," said a new voice. 
 
    A woman in a full dress Survey Service uniform stepped out from behind a white pillar. She wore Captain's bars. She was tall, good looking, and had brown hair… tied up in a bun. She had more than a passing resemblance to Elizabeth. 
 
    Taylor recognized her; he had seen her holo before, in his briefing materials. 
 
    "Yes," she said. "I am Captain Audrey Spaulding of the USS Exeter." 
 
    Taylor just stared at her. 
 
    "Yes. I can read your mind as well. A small upgrade provided by our hosts." She sat down next to him. "But let us talk. Your ship. Your ships. I recognize one of them. The Judicator, which was sent out before mine was. Did you find the crew and join forces with them?" 
 
    "No," said Taylor. "The crew was lost. We managed to salvage the ship in the year 22,000,000." 
 
    "Probably in one of the previous windows we skipped," said Captain Spaulding. "We really had no idea which window to exit, so we skipped the first two before exiting here. Purely by chance we selected the right place to exit the time tunnel." 
 
    Taylor felt a surge of excitement. "Are you saying that the time tunnel is generated from this time period?" 
 
    "Most definitely," said Spaulding. "It is a product of the United." 
 
    "The United?" said Taylor. 
 
    "Alien creatures who have invaded the Earth," said Tammad. 
 
    "Alien invaders?" said Taylor. "Can we go back a bit? We need to catch up on nearly five hundred million years of history. Do you have a minute to explain all that?" 
 
    "Of course," Captain Spaulding said, smiling at his attempt at humor. "Over hundreds of millions of years, humanity evolved intellectually." 
 
    "The creatures with the big brains and bad table manners," said Doctor McCrae. "We met them." 
 
    "Yes. They advanced their science as far as they could, but felt frustrated that they could evolve no further," said Spaulding. "Some chose to live their existence in a virtual layer, which I see from your mind you have visited." 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. 
 
    "Those who continued to remain on this plane of existence decided they wanted to de-evolve." 
 
    "De-evolve?" 
 
    "To return to the state of existence that they were before." Spaulding turned to Doctor McCrae. "Doctor McCrae, what do your readings suggest?" 
 
    "That these people around us are human. And so are you. Apparently," said Doctor McCrae. 
 
    Taylor addressed Tammad. "You've really come full circle? You're just like us?" 
 
    "Not exactly like you, Captain. We retain some improvements. Telepathy, for example, and some form of higher thought. But we are much closer to you, genetically speaking, then the Ascended you met in previous encounters," said Tammad. 
 
    "You haven't mentioned these squid creatures who attacked us," said  Taylor. 
 
    "The United. Our colonies were invaded by a race of beings called the United. They may resemble squids, but only because they choose to." 
 
    "Choose to? What does that mean?" 
 
    "They are a species which has evolved in a different direction, Captain Taylor," said Tammad. "Each cell in their body has become self-aware." 
 
    "Self aware?" said Taylor. 
 
    "Consider your brain. It consists of billions of neurons. Each neuron, in and of itself, has no awareness. You only have awareness from your  neurons interacting with each other in large numbers," said Tammad. "Now imagine evolution over a period of  millions of years. Imagine each neuron becoming self-aware even before it connects to the others." 
 
    "The resulting connection would create an extremely self-aware, self actualized mind," said Victor.  
 
    "What would that kind of consciousness be like?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "We can't even imagine," said Tammad. "Very highly evolved." He paused. "But that wasn't the only result of evolution of the United. The cells in their body are not only self aware, but also mutable. They can change into any form." 
 
    "So... they choose to look like giant squids." 
 
    "Yes," said Tammad. "Now that they have converted Earth into a water environment, they find that form best suits their needs. 
 
    "And what of humanity?" Victor asked. 
 
    "We're scattered among the stars. We're fighting back in some places. Conquered in others. Simply left alone in still others. It is a big galaxy," said Tammad. "I lead the Expedition to Earth, to reclaim our former homeland from the United." 
 
    "Even if it is all underwater," said Victor. 
 
    "Yes," said Tammad. "But that is easily fixable, if we reclaim the Earth." 
 
    "Oh, an easy fix, to be sure," said Victor. His smile faded when he saw that no one else realized he was joking.. 
 
    "So these... United created the Black Box," said Taylor.  
 
    "Yes," said Tammad. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "To draw people in from Earth's past," said Tammad. 
 
    "For what purpose?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Entertainment," said Tammad. 
 
    "Entertainment?" That was the very last answer Taylor had been expecting. 
 
    "They used them in games of chance and death," said Tammad. "They alter them genetically in unusual experiments." 
 
    "If their consciousness is so advanced, why would they feel the need to do these things?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "They are alien. Who is to say?" said Tammad. "For years they have caught my people and used them for their amusement. But now they seem to want a greater variety of entertainment. So they opened what you call the time tunnel to draw in your crews." 
 
    Taylor turned to Captain Spaulding. "Captain, the Exeter came back to us, but there were only eight crew aboard, and they were dead. Did you send the ship back in time?" 
 
    "No," said Spaulding. "That was their work." 
 
    "Why?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "We do not know," said Tammad. "There is much of the motivations of the United that we do not understand." 
 
    "Captain Spaulding. I see only you here... where is the rest of your crew?" Taylor asked. 
 
    Spaulding bit her lip and looked away, obviously overcome with emotion. 
 
    "Captain, I asked you a question," said Taylor. 
 
    "Gone!" said Spaulding, looking very upset. 
 
    "What do you mean?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Captain Spaulding came to us to ask for our help," said Tammad. "While we were meeting with her, your ship was attacked and seized by the United." 
 
    "And the crew?" 
 
    Spaulding shook her head. 
 
    "By now, they have probably all been used up by the United," said Tammad. 
 
    "A Captain should never outlive her crew... but I did," said Spaulding, her face heavy with emotion. "I... I tried to stage a rescue, with the help of Tammad's people, but their main base is too heavy fortified." 
 
    "We are not skilled fighters," said Tammad. "We have lost much of what you call the aggressive instinct. So we reached back into Earth's past to find one who could help us." He saw the look of confusion on Taylor's face. "Alex, perhaps you should introduce yourself." 
 
    One of Tammad's men, a tall, sandy haired man with broad shoulders, stood up and nodded. 
 
    "Who are you?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "My name is Alex Stone," said the man. 
 
    Taylor still looked confused. 
 
    Spaulding turned to Taylor. "He is Colonel Alex Stone." 
 
    Taylor said... "That Alex Stone? The hero of the Ramandan wars?" He looked at Stone. "But... by our time frame, you died forty years ago." 
 
    "Yes, I did," said Stone. "But right before I died, Tammad's people came back in time using their own means and brought me here. They rejuvenated me to make me young again. There has been no corruption of the timeline; my remaining minutes of life were not memorable ones." 
 
    Taylor's eyes narrowed. He certainly looked like textbook holos of Alex Stone. In the year five hundred million, anything was possible. 
 
    Taylor turned back to Spaulding. "It is obvious the Earth was not destroyed by the Black Box. Do we still have a mission to complete?" 
 
    "I believe so," said Spaulding. "From what I gather, the Black Box eventually faded about a year after we left. But the resulting shockwaves killed several million people. We have to stop that from happening." 
 
    "The United have set up their main base on the ruined planet of Corta," said Tammad. "It has an impenetrable shield, unless one has the proper elemental code. Our scientists have deciphered the code, and it is just a matter of getting the proper elements. Unfortunately, as I have said, we are not skilled fighters, and Colonel Stone is only one man. If we could work together... we could wipe out the United headquarters, and shut down the time tunnel." 
 
    "That sounds like a good plan," said Taylor. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Do you think we can trust them?" said Bill Carey. He appeared in the Judicator's conference room by holo. 
 
    "No," said Taylor. 
 
    "No?" said Victor, sounding very surprised. 
 
    "After what we've been through? I don't trust anyone," said Taylor. "For all we know, these are simply a different set of aliens with their own agendas." 
 
    "They did scan as humans," said Victor. 
 
    "Apparently, I said," said Doctor McCrae. "The United may not be the only ones with molecular shape changing technology. In this era, they could turn themselves into a bowl of fruit and we'd never know until we took a bite out of them." 
 
    "So, you are going to decline their offer?" Victor asked. 
 
    "No, we'll accept their help, if indeed they are really helping us," said Taylor. "We are obviously far outmatched technologically. We can't do this on our own. We'll accept their offer of help, but we'll do so with caution." 
 
    "Captain Spaulding vouches for them," said Jennifer. 
 
    "Or something which looks just like Captain Spaulding does," said McCrae. "And do you really believe that's Colonel Alex Stone?" 
 
    "He looks just like his image in the holobooks," said Victor. 
 
    "We've learned not to trust the evidence of our eyes since we've started this journey," said Taylor. "As I said, we'll proceed with caution. I will take a combat team of ten men lead by Lieutenant Babangida to retrieve the elements we need to breach the Corta defense shield. Bill, you'll stay with the Devonshire to provide support. Jennifer, you will take command of the Judicator." 
 
    "That is all." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Except, it wasn't all. Jennifer came to see him in his command office shortly after the meeting. 
 
    "Take me with you," she said. 
 
    "No, Jennifer," he looked at her. "You were angry with me when you didn't get command of the Judicator. And now I'm giving it to you." 
 
    "Take me with you, Michael," she said. 
 
    Taylor looked at her. She seemed so earnest. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "You're going to need me," she said. 
 
    "Is this because I'm going to need you? Or because you think Obongo will?" 
 
    Jennifer sucked her lips and looked at the ceiling for a moment, her hands on her hips. Then she turned back to Taylor. "I'd be lying if I said I wasn't thinking about Obongo. But it's not just about him. You need me, Michael. Just like you needed me in the cave. You need me to watch your back." 
 
    She looked at him with earnest eyes. "Please." 
 
    Taylor paused a long moment. He looked at her gorgeous face. He drummed his fingers on his desk. Finally, he nodded curtly. "All right." 
 
    "Thank you, Captain," said Jennifer, with gratitude in her eyes. 
 
    Taylor nodded. "I just hope we both don't regret it." He paused. "Inform Ensign Collins he is about to go down in history as the first Ensign to command a battle cruiser." 
 
    "Not Suki?" 
 
    "No, not Suki." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Their first stop was the crescent moon of Sorim, somewhere between the orbit of Mars and Saturn. 
 
    Over 500,000,000 years mankind, and its successors, had sculpted and reshaped the solar system. The big gas giants Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus and Neptune had been solidified, moved closer to the sun, and terraformed. But additionally, all sorts of artificial structures had been constructed in space, like the rings of Mars. As the years progressed, new planetoids and moons were created. 
 
    One such moon was Sorim. It was very oddly shaped. It looked like the moon when it was three quarters in eclipse; it was shaped almost like the letter C.  
 
    It was only twenty miles long. One tip of it was heavily fortified with United soldiers. They would have to land at the unguarded other end and march to the fortress from there, walking nearly the entire length of the "C".  
 
    The air was breathable, but the terrain was barren and rocky. It look and felt like the surface of the moon, except the air was breathable.  
 
    "This used to be a lush planetoid filled with trees and fields and homes," said Tammad. 
 
    "Homes?" said Taylor. 
 
    "There were thousands of these, scattered throughout the solar system. People would build planetoids, and then homes on them." 
 
    "Real estate in the year 500,000,000," said Jennifer. "Wow," she added, with a smile. 
 
    They had landed on one tip. Looking at the far tip, they saw little dots moving in the distance. Taylor looked at them through his magnifiers. They were squids, giant squids, swarming all over the place. His men would be outnumbered. 
 
    Taylor had his ten men... and Jennifer. Alex Stone and Captain Spaulding had also both volunteered to help. Tammad had brought a half dozen members of his Expedition... for a total of 20 men and women. Taylor just hoped it would be enough. 
 
    Tammad had informed them that the United would likely use stun weapons on them. The United considered them a valuable commodity and wanted them taken alive. 
 
    Right now at one tip, they were only about four miles from the second tip. But they would have to walk around the circumference of the "C" shaped moon to get to the other tip, which was probably a two day walk. Taylor had wanted to land them closer to the other tip, but Tammad had warned them that there might be United snipers along the way who could disable their ship. 
 
    And so they walked.  The ground was soft and crunchy, like the lunar surface. As they walked, the Survey Service crew found themselves talking with their new allies. 
 
    Taylor found himself walking with Captain Audrey Spaulding. "So how do you come to be here, Lieutenant Commander?" she asked. "I have to confess, I have never seen a Lieutenant Commander in command of a battle cruiser before." 
 
    "I was originally in command of the Devonshire," said Taylor. 
 
    "Nor have I ever heard of a  Lieutenant Commander in command of a Dorsetshire class attack frigate," said Spaulding. 
 
    From anyone else it would have sounded like a reproach. But as Taylor looked at Spaulding and looked at the twinkle in her eyes, he realized something. 
 
    She's flirting with me. 
 
    Could it really be? 
 
    Taylor's suspicions were confirmed the more they talked.  
 
    "So I imagine you were selected for this mission because of your heroic behavior on that undiscovered world," said Spaulding.  
 
    Heroic. No one in the Survey Service had ever used that word to describe his behavior in impersonating a deity. But when he looked into Spaulding's eyes, and saw the admiration, he felt a chill down his spine. 
 
    "I requested you, you know," she said. 
 
    "Requested me?" said Taylor.  
 
    "To serve on the Exeter," said Spaulding. 
 
    "You did?" 
 
    "Yes." Spaulding smiled at him, and he felt another secret thrill. "But by the time I had an opening in my command staff, you had already been given command of the Westerner." 
 
    "You... really wanted me to be on your ship?" Taylor said. 
 
    "Um hm," said Spaulding. 
 
    Taylor risked another glance at her. She looked so much like Elizabeth. She had a slightly longer face, but the same green eyes. And the same brown hair, even the same bun! Well, almost the same. Elizabeth's bun was larger and thicker. Somehow that made her more...  
 
    No, mustn't think that! Not about a fellow officer. 
 
    "Your behavior on that planet where you crash landed above and beyond the call of duty. You saved your passengers, and thousands of people from slavery. I can't think of any other officer in the fleet who could have done what you did. Your performance was exemplary," said Spaulding. 
 
    "Thank you, Captain, I'm... really flattered to hear that," said Taylor.  
 
    Spaulding stopped and touched his hand. Taylor's heart speeded up. 
 
    "Please," said Spaulding. "Between us, when we're alone? You can call me Audrey." 
 
    "Audrey," said Taylor. Is this really proper? Should we be so familiar with each other? "Michael," he managed to get out. 
 
    "Michael," she said. And her smile, the way she said it, turned Taylor on incredibly. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Lieutenant Jennifer Hale," said Jennifer. 
 
    "What a lovely name," said Colonel Alex Stone. "Call me Alex." 
 
    "All right... Alex," said Jennifer. "But only if you call me Jennifer," she said, with a titter. 
 
    Alex Stone was incredibly handsome. He was tall, sandy haired, and had broad shoulders. She had read about his exploits in her school holobooks as a little girl and had been smitten with him. To meet him in the flesh was incredible for her. 
 
    "What does it feel like to still be alive, and fighting battles five hundred million years in the future?" Jennifer asked  
 
    "Amazing," said Alex. "The things I've seen... I can't even find words to describe some of them, Jennifer. I thought my life was finished. I had served the Survey Service, and Earth. These people have given me a second life. I owe them a lot."  
 
    "Earth owes you a lot, too, Alex," said Jennifer.  
 
    He nodded, but changed the subject. "What brings you here, Jennifer?" 
 
    "The same thing as you. The Survey Service." 
 
    "No," said Alex, and he looked into her eyes. "What brings you here?" 
 
    She flushed. "My commander. Michael Taylor." 
 
    "I sensed a bond between the two of you." 
 
    "We're friends. Very good friends," said Jennifer. 
 
    "And the other?" 
 
    "What other?" Jennifer asked. 
 
    "Tammad's people augmented me, and Captain Spaulding," said Stone. "They gave me rudimentary telepathic abilities." 
 
    "You... you've been reading my mind?" said Jennifer, blushing a deeper shade of crimson? 
 
    "No, my abilities don't stretch that far," said Stone. "Although Audrey has developed her abilities more than I have. No, I can just sense general emotions. But what I was going to say was, I don't need to be a telepath to notice something going on when the large man ahead of us keeps looking back at you." 
 
    "That's Obongo, Obongo Babangida," said Jennifer. "He and I... he and I are..." For some reason, she felt shy about telling this to Alex Stone. She didn't precisely know why. 
 
    "How marvelous for the both of you," said Stone. 
 
    Jennifer frowned, as if that wasn't the answer she was expecting. "How did they give you telepathic powers?" 
 
    "That is a very long and complicated story," said Alex Stone. "We would need more time than we have now to tell it." 
 
    "Well, maybe we can make time later." 
 
    "Maybe we can," said Stone, giving a small smile. 
 
    Taylor, who was walking a few steps behind Stone and Jennifer, observed but said nothing. 
 
      
 
    ********  
 
      
 
    "Mushy?" 
 
    "No, Mushi," the young woman laughed. 
 
    Doctor McCrae eyed the young dark haired woman. She had been tagging along with him ever since they had started walking. She was very gregarious, very flirtatious... and in Doctor McCrae's mind, also very suspicious. He had learned not to trust overfriendly aliens. 
 
     "You are a doctor of medicine." 
 
    "Yes, that's what we call a real doctor," said McCrae. 
 
    "There are not-real doctors?" Mushi asked. 
 
    "Go to any university and you'll find a ton of them," said McCrae. "Actually, you can also find many of them in doctor's offices, wearing white coats." 
 
    Mushi laughed. "You are funny, William McCrae." 
 
    "How did you know my first name?" McCrae asked. 
 
    "We are telepathic," said Mushi. 
 
    "Telepathic with no manners, it seems." 
 
    "Manners?" 
 
    "Something you lost in the evolutionary cycle, millions of years ago," said McCrae. "It means you don't peek into people's minds unless you're invited." He raised an eyebrow. 
 
    "Oh," said Mushi. "Have I offended you?" 
 
    "Not yet. But the day is young," said McCrae, looking around at the others. Many of Tammad's people seemed to have paired off with the Survey Service crew, and were talking to them as well. 
 
    Mushi laughed again. "You are a healer. You must enjoy healing people very much." 
 
    "I like it better than hurting them. Usually," said McCrae. 
 
    She laughed again. "Tell me, William McCrae. Tell me of your passion for healing others." 
 
    McCrae was about to give an ironic answer, when he looked into Mushi's eyes. There was something dark and mysterious in them. He decided to give her the real answer instead. 
 
    "When I was seven years old my older brother got very sick. We thought he might die. We took him to the hospital. A man in a white coat looked at him and said, 'This boy is very sick.' I went up to the man and asked him to save my brother because he was the only brother I had. The man in the white coat looked down at me and said, "Everything's going to be all right. I won't let anything happen to your big brother." 
 
    "That made a big impression on me," said McCrae. "I went into medicine." 
 
    "Did you also save people's lives?" Mushi asked. 
 
    "Sometimes," said McCrae. "But most times I just made people feel better. I began to enjoy it, making people feel better. And sometimes, I didn't even have to give them any medicine to do it." 
 
    Mushi looked up at him with thick eyes. "Yes... yes... I can feel your joy for healing others." 
 
    McCrae shifted about, embarrassed to have his feelings probed like that. He wanted to say something, to tell her to stop, but he felt almost hypnotized by those eyes, found himself falling into them in a certain way- 
 
    "Mushi!" Tammad called. 
 
    McCrae jerked back into awareness. 
 
    "Excuse me for a moment," said Mushi. She bounded rapidly over to Tammad. 
 
    "You should be with the one called Ensign Clay Raleigh," said Tammad, in a low voice. 
 
    "But the one called Doctor William McCrae has a passion for healing others! I felt it!" 
 
    "You are meant for Ensign Clay Raleigh," said Tammad. 
 
    Mushi's face went blank. "I am meant for Ensign Clay Raleigh." 
 
    "Go about your assigned task." 
 
    Mushi nodded and turned away. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They walked for several hours before they encountered their first signs of opposition. There was a building of some sort, on a ridge line. 
 
    And there were large six foot tall one-eyed squids scattered all over the place. 
 
    "Humans!" one of them boomed. They didn't seem to be actually speaking. They could all hear the voice in their minds. 
 
    "Welcome!" said the voice. "Show us your aggression!" 
 
    "We just want to get past you," said Taylor. "Step aside, and there is no  need for violence." 
 
    "No need for violence?" said the telepathic voice. "On the contrary, we welcome it! Show us your anger! Show us your aggression!" 
 
    And then one of the squids released a bolt of energy, which exploded near them. 
 
    "Take cover!" Taylor cried. 
 
    And then the firefight began. 
 
    They traded blasts the with the enemy. The squids didn't seem to have distinct weapons of their own--they fired energy blasts from their tentacles. Taylor fired his compression rifle and hit one, and it blew to pieces. 
 
    To pieces? 
 
    Tammad had assured them that they needed to set their weapons to their highest settings to be effective against the United. Taylor wasn't sure if that was true or not.  
 
    Obongo Babangida and two men started to climb the ridgeline, to try to flank the squids. But they got cut down by enemy fire. More squids advanced, and one of them started to drag Babangida away. 
 
    "Obongo!" Jennifer cried, starting to get up.  
 
    Taylor pulled her back down. "Morgan! Tesla! With me!" He charged up the ridge, his compression rifle a live tool in his hands that was firing nearly continuously. He cleared a path to Obongo, but Morgan and then Tesla were hit by enemy fire. Taylor shot the squid who was towing Obongo, and it blew to pieces. He was just kneeling down to feel for Obongo's pulse when an energy bolt hit him and he fell to the ground. 
 
    More squids appeared over the top of the ridgeline. One of them started to drag Taylor's inert body.  
 
    "Men, with me!" cried Colonel Alex Stone. He ran up the embankment, seemingly unafraid of the energy blasts all around him.  Three squids turned to face him; he shot one, did a side roll to avoid a blast while shooting the second and a third, and then wheeled to shoot a fourth which was sneaking up behind him. 
 
    And then, suddenly, it was over. 
 
    Jennifer ran over to Colonel Stone. "Are they all right?" she said anxiously, looking down at Obongo and Taylor. 
 
    "They are just stunned. They will recover momentarily," said Stone. 
 
    Jennifer looked at Stone. "You were incredible, Alex! You were every bit as good as the history holos say you were."  
 
    "Thank you," said Stone. 
 
    Taylor started to stir. The world above him was murky and cloudy. As it solidified he saw Jennifer, looking adoringly at Stone. "Thank you," she said, batting her eyelashes at him. "Thank you so much for saving Michael." 
 
    Taylor felt a deep plume of shame. He struggled to speak. "Wha...." 
 
    "Help him up," said Stone. 
 
    Two men helped Taylor get up. 
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    "You got a little ahead of yourself," said Stone. "You were ambushed by a squid backup team. That's a typical trick; they take down  one of our own, and use him as bait to lure a second one in." 
 
    "I... I didn't know," said Taylor, as he recovered his wits. 
 
    "Of course you couldn't have known," said Stone. "We're just glad you're all right. Aren't we, Jennifer?" 
 
    "Yes," she smiled at him, before she turned to tend to Obongo. 
 
    But as she turned away Taylor thought he saw something in Jennifer's smile. No, in her eyes. Was it a trace of... pity? 
 
    It was something he didn't like to see, not from Jennifer Hale.  
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They went into the structure that the squids had been guarding. It contained containers of metal ingots of some kind. 
 
    "What are these?" said Taylor, looking at the shiny metal. 
 
    "Platinum rubes," said Tammad, holding one up. 
 
    "Rubes?" 
 
    "Used to power kirsten reactors," said Tammad. "Useless for our purposes." 
 
    "Not for ours," said Ensign Raleigh. "Do you realize, with just one of these, I'd be rich!" 
 
    "Ensign, what use  is platinum going to do you in the year 500,000,000?" Jennifer asked. 
 
    "Here? Maybe none. But if we get back home, I'll be a wealthy man! One of these is worth forty years of Survey Service salaries!" 
 
    "Leave it," said Taylor. 
 
    "Ten of these and I'll be the wealthiest man in North America!" He started to stuff his pockets with pieces of platinum. 
 
    "Ensign, I said, leave it," said Taylor. "This isn't our mission." 
 
    "Yes, sir," said Raleigh. But the minute Taylor turned his back,  he stuffed his pockets with a few of the platinum ingots. 
 
    Mushi immediately sided up to him. "What do you plan to do with that?" she whispered. 
 
    "When I get back home, I'm going to buy a giant mansion, maybe on the moon," said Raleigh.  
 
    "Really? Those little things can buy you that?" 
 
    "That and much more," said Raleigh. "I'll be set for life. Fabulously wealthy. I'll have my own space yacht, and servants, yes, real human servants, not the robot kind-" he proceeded to tell Mushi details of his fantastic future. Her eyes were aglow as she immersed herself in Raleigh's enthusiasm. She wrapped her hand tightly in his and smiled. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    There was no conventional day and night on this planetoid, but after walking nearly ten miles they decided to take a break for some sleep. They set up tents, as well as a rotating schedule of guards, so at least everyone would get a few hours. 
 
    Captain Audrey Spaulding collared Taylor after dinner. "That was incredibly audacious of you to charge the front lines like that to rescue your man," she said. 
 
    "Thanks," said Taylor. 
 
    "But also incredibly foolish," said Audrey. "You're the Captain. You're the most invaluable man on this mission. You can't risk yourself like that." 
 
    "If I don't take risks for my men, how can I expect them to do the same for me?" said Taylor.  
 
    "That's the words of a hero. I think there's something else going on. Something between you, and Lieutenants Hale and Babangida." She searched him with her eyes. "Michael, you can't afford to let emotion cloud your judgment. If a man is down, think about sending another man to retrieve him. You're the king in a game of chess. Don't risk your most important piece." 
 
    Taylor nodded. What she was saying was making sense. But as he stared at her in the dim lights of the encampment, he wondered if she had any other reasons for showing such concern. Captain Spaulding was only a few years older than him, but she was showing a protective concern for him that an older sister would for a younger brother. It was nice, but at the same time made Taylor feel a little uncomfortable. 
 
    And then there was Colonel Stone. Taylor had been made to look weak and impotent in front of Jennifer. He didn't blame Stone, not exactly; after all, Stone had actually rescued him. But somehow, in the way it all happened, he felt like he had been... marginalized, even emasculated... but he wasn't sure who the culprit was. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "You gave him the isotope?" 
 
    "With an appropriate delay built in." 
 
    "You weren't ordered to give him the isotope." 
 
    "He seemed like the logical candidate. I felt his lust, his greed for material possessions. It was so strong! If he could teach us that-" 
 
    "It could work. Let's hope you got the dosage right. The dose response is still extremely variable." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The sun was shining dimly on them throughout the "night". The crescent was facing the sun, but out here, between Mars and Jupiter, the sun was not nearly as bright as it was on Earth. It cast a dim light over the lunar-like landscape. 
 
    They resumed their trek towards the tip of the crescent. Suddenly Ensign Clay Raleigh, who was ahead of Taylor, dropped his compression rifle, and grabbed his head. He started screaming at the top of his lungs. 
 
    "Raleigh!" he cried. 
 
    "What's wrong?" Jennifer yelled. 
 
    Raleigh dropped to the ground. His body started to smoke and steam. In seconds, it had been reduced, to a pile of chemicals on the ground. 
 
    "What just happened here?" Taylor cried out. He scanned the area for hostiles. Nothing. He turned to Tammad. "Were we just attacked?" 
 
    "No," said Tammad sadly. "It was the isotope." 
 
    "What isotope?" 
 
    "When the United took over our solar system, they embarked on a number of spatial engineering projects, such as the one which transformed this Earth into an ocean, or the one which devastated this landscape." He kicked at a rock. "The byproduct of such spatial engineering produces free radicals, or isotopes. The United do not care about such things, since with their adjustable body types they can adapt to anything. But we of the Expedition are not so lucky. If we come into contact with an isotope, it can shatter our genetic structure." 
 
    "So this... wasn't a trap?"  
 
    "No," said Tammad. "It was just random chance. It could happen to any of us, at any time. It is a risk we all take." 
 
    Taylor knelt down, and sadly looked at the remains of Ensign Raleigh. The only solid part left of him was several platinum ingots. 
 
    "Let's hope it doesn't happen to any more of us," he said quietly. Taylor thought for a moment, then walked over to Audrey Spaulding. "Audrey?" 
 
    "Yes, Michael?" 
 
    "When the Exeter came back to us, or was returned to us, we found eight crew members aboard. All were melted in the same way as Ensign Raleigh," said Taylor. "Could all have them have encountered the isotope in space, at the same time?" 
 
    "That seems unlikely, Captain," said Tammad. "The isotope is not usually so large." 
 
    "Then how did those men die? And how did the Exeter get back to Earth, in our time?" 
 
    "I do not know," said Tammad. "Perhaps you can ask the United these questions, when we take their main base at Corta." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They resumed the march. 
 
    They were starting to get close to the other tip of the crescent. They could see that the United had two defense lines, one at the very tip, and one about a mile in front of it. 
 
    As they got closer to the first defense line, Taylor decided to make a battle plan.  "We'll go in as two columns, the Expedition on the left, and Survey Service on the right. We-" 
 
    "Excuse me, Captain Taylor," said Alex Stone. "May I make an observation?" 
 
    "Of course, Colonel Stone," said Taylor. 
 
    "The squiddies are fond of encirclement maneuvers." 
 
    "I realize that, Colonel, but we don't have the men to do a full pincer maneuver-" 
 
    "No, but if we held four men in reserve, two on each side, we could better protect our flanks from sudden incursions." 
 
    Taylor felt all eyes on them. What Stone was saying made sense. And he was saying it in the nicest possible way. And yet... he looked at Jennifer. She was watching him, watching them, taking in every word. Was Audrey Spaulding right? Was he letting his emotions cloud his judgment? What would a commander unhindered by emotion do?" 
 
    Taylor took a deep breath. "Alex... that's an excellent idea. You know, I was thinking. Technically, I'm the commander of this task force. But recently someone has been teaching me to delegate. Alex, I'd like you to take command of our forces for this next encounter." 
 
    "I would be honored, Michael," said Alex. 
 
    Taylor willed himself not to look at Jennifer. 
 
    Alex quickly assumed the mantle. "All right, team, this is how we're going to do it-" 
 
    Right after the briefing, Audrey Spaulding caught Taylor's eye and gave him a quick nod. He nodded back at her. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The battle went according to plan. The Survey Service and the Expedition attacked. The United responded. Men went down, stunned by blasts. They were safe as long as the United couldn't carry them away. When United were shot, they were blasted into pieces. 
 
    Lieutenant Babangida was particularly heroic. He led a group of four men who ran at the enemy positions from the side, yelling and firing. He himself was responsible for blasting four of the squids. Afterwards, Jennifer gave him a great hug. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "That one?" 
 
    "Yes, that one. He has an aggressive, warlike spirit." 
 
    "I will give him the isotope." 
 
    "Try to give him less than you gave Ensign Raleigh." 
 
    "If we give too little, the transformation will not occur." 
 
    "If we give too much, we end up with a pile of chemicals on the ground." 
 
    "I will do my best." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Less than an hour later they neared the other tip of the crescent. They could see squids lined up, row after row of them. There must have been at least 40 of them, guarding a single building at the tip. 
 
    "They outnumber us more than two to one," said Taylor. "Any suggestions?" 
 
    "Let us draw them out," said Colonel Stone. "We'll make a feint, then pull back, and draw them to us." 
 
    "Will they really fall for that?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "They might. The United are quite unpredictable," said Stone. 
 
    Obongo Babangida was put in charge of the feint maneuver. He had just spent the last hour talking with Mushi, the talkative young brunette from the Expedition. She had wanted to know anything and everything about him. He found himself talking about his home and family in Nigeria, his first career in the territorial forces of the African Union, and his transition to the Survey Service. He noticed he got more than one uncomfortable glances from Jennifer as she walked with him for over an hour, talking and laughing, but he just shrugged at Jennifer with a helpless expression. What was he supposed to do?  
 
    In response, Jennifer gave him a half-playful frown.  
 
    Babangida really liked Jennifer. He had never had a white girlfriend before and found Jennifer very attractive. He had mentally thought of her as the Captain's woman, but after their... experience together with the Ascended, Jennifer informed him that was not the case. And when they had relations freely, of their own accord, it was like fireworks! Jennifer screamed, "Take me, Bongo, take me hard!" as he plowed into her, filling her with his essence, just like the first time. She seemed as attracted to him as he was to her. 
 
    So there was no need for Jennifer to get jealous of a woman Obongo just met. Was there? 
 
    When they got close to the enemy front lines, Mushi finally parted ways with Obongo. But first she gave his hand a warm squeeze and looked him in the eye and wished him good luck. He thanked her, even as she let go. His hand felt warm for a while afterwards, but he didn't pay much attention. He had a battle to fight. 
 
    The battle went exactly as Colonel Stone choreographed. Obongo lead eight men in a charge, and then they pulled back under a hail of energy fire. And then the giant squids, who were massed in a perfect defensive position, came out of that position and attacked. For a race of beings with highly advanced consciousness, they didn't seem to have a grasp of basic battle tactics. 
 
    Obongo heard them telepathically screaming in his head as they attacked.  
 
    "Give us your hate!" one of them yelled into Obongo's head. 
 
    "Give us your anger!" another broadcasted to Taylor. Taylor shot the squid, and it burst into pieces. 
 
    "Let go!" Taylor heard in his head. He looked around, but couldn't find the source of the mental transmission. 
 
    "Give in to your anger!" said the voice. Then Taylor saw it, a squid hiding behind a group of rocks. The squid fired an energy blast at him, just barely missing him. Taylor fired, also  missing, but then he carefully adjusted his aim, and blasted it to pieces. 
 
    The Expedition and the Survey Service team closed in on the squids on two sides. It was a massacre. Only two Survey Service men and three members of the Expedition were stunned. Soon the ground was littered with squid bodies. 
 
    Taylor frowned as he surveyed the battlefield. He turned to Tammad. "I don't understand any of this. They are supposed to be incredibly smart, right? Why did they make the most obvious battlefield mistake in the world? It was almost as if they wanted to be slaughtered." 
 
    "You don't understand," said Tammad. "It is not simply an issue of intelligence, Captain Taylor. It is an alien mentality. It is an alien way of thinking. It cannot be understood by human standards." 
 
    "And then there were the voices in our heads," said Doctor McCrae, who had been kneeling down to examine one of the stunned men. "Why were these aliens shouting at us to give in to our anger?" 
 
    "They were trying to provoke you into making futile attacks," said Tammad. 
 
    Taylor just stared at Tammad. It was easy to see that he was having problems believing any of this. "The element you mentioned... would it be in there?" he said, pointing to the building at the tip of the crescent. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    The view from the tip of the crescent was as wondrous as the view from the other tip they had landed upon. They got a wonderful view of the curved shape of the planetoid they were on. Taylor paused for a minute to admire the view before entering the building. He found Tammad rummaging around in a room filled with large gleaming containers. They held blue bricks. 
 
    "This is it," he said. "Candium, the first of three elements," said Tammad. 
 
    Taylor saw him hesitate and frowned. "Is it safe to touch?" 
 
    "Certainly." 
 
    "Then let's get some and go." 
 
    He went back outside, and went over to Jennifer. "It was too easy, Jennifer. We were outnumbered two to one, and we still beat them." 
 
    "You think this is all a trap?" she said. 
 
    "Maybe," said Taylor, scanning the horizon around them. 
 
    "I don't think Alex would lead us into a trap." 
 
    "Oh," said Taylor. "It's Alex now, is it?" 
 
    "He's an incredible man, Michael. You saw that yourself," she said, immediately regretting the words as soon as she said it. 
 
    Taylor started to frown, when they both heard a cry for help. They turned, to see Obongo Babangida standing on the horizon. He was grabbing his head and screaming. "Help me... I'm... I'm burning... I'm burning up!" 
 
    Steam started to fly from his body, and before their eyes his body started to liquefy; and in moments all that was left was a puddle of liquid on the surface of the small moon. 
 
    "Oh my God!" Jennifer cried, racing over to his body. Doctor McCrae got there a moment later. "Don't touch anything," he said, scanning the remains. 
 
    "Doctor?" said Taylor.  
 
    "I detect a foreign substance in this... soup that used to be our security officer." 
 
    "It is the isotope. I would advise you not to touch it," said Tammad. 
 
    "What is going on here?" said Taylor. 
 
    "I have told you. There are free standing radicals floating around the solar system. Isotopes. If you come into contact with them, you die." 
 
    "Have you lost any men to this isotope?" 
 
    "Many," said Tammad. "We accept this reluctantly as the cost of continuing our resistance." 
 
    Some of Taylor's anger started to deflate. "And you can't... detect or defend against this isotope?" 
 
    "No. It cannot be defended against, only avoided. And it can be detected, but you have to understand; it moves incredibly fast. In the time I have spent explaining this, an isotope could have flown through this small moon twice, back and forth." Tammad paused. "I am sorry for the loss of your crewman." 
 
    "My second crewman," said Taylor. Ensign Raleigh was the first. He turned to look at Jennifer, but she was facing away from everyone, sobbing softly. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "You gave him too much of the isotope." 
 
    "We always give too much or too little. It is very hard to get consistent results." 
 
    "We get better results when it is administered internally." 
 
    "It is harder to get the cooperation needed to administer it internally." 
 
    "Try harder." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The door to Jennifer's quarters on the Judicator buzzed.  
 
    Then it buzzed again. "Go away." 
 
    "Jennifer, it's me." 
 
    She sighed. "Enter." 
 
    Captain Michael Taylor entered her quarters. He saw immediately that her eyes were red from crying. 
 
    "What is it?" she said. 
 
    "Jennifer... I'm so sorry," said Taylor. 
 
    "No, you're not," she said. "You're happy! You hated Obongo from the moment we... we...." She still couldn't say it. 
 
    Taylor came forward and held her by the arms. For a moment, she struggled against him. "I was angry, for a long while," he said. "I was angry, because I love you." 
 
    Jennifer stopped struggling.  
 
    "But I know you don't love me," said Taylor. "I have accepted that, now. Obongo was a good man. I can't say I knew him well... except to say that he threw a good right hook." 
 
    Jennifer laughed unexpectedly. 
 
    "But above all he was my crewman. Just like you. I was responsible for him, and I feel his loss," said Taylor. He looked into her eyes. "And I feel your loss for him, too." 
 
    Jennifer looked at Taylor in a new light. "That's... very kind of you to say, Captain." 
 
    "Would... would you like me to stay and talk a while?" 
 
    Jennifer shook her head. She didn't want to talk about Obongo. Not with Taylor. It would be too... awkward. "No, but thank you. I think I just want to be alone now." 
 
    "Are you sure?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    Taylor turned and went to the cabin door. 
 
    "And Captain?" 
 
    Taylor turned.  
 
    "Thank you," said Jennifer. 
 
    Taylor smiled and left. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Not ten minutes later there was another buzz at her door. "Michael, I really don't want to talk right now," said Jennifer. She appreciated his concern, but was beginning to wonder if there was something more to his visits than sympathy. 
 
    "It's not Michael. It's Alex." 
 
    "Alex! Oh, come in," said Jennifer, even before she had thought about it. 
 
    The door opened, and Colonel Alex Stone stood there.  
 
    "Can I come in?" 
 
    "Sure." 
 
    Stone came in and sat down on her bed next to her. "How are you coping?" 
 
    "As best I can, I suppose." 
 
    "It's always painful losing someone you love." 
 
    "Have you... have you lost people you loved?" Jennifer asked. 
 
    "Of course," said Stone. "Were you together long?" 
 
    "Not really. Kind of. It's complicated," said Jennifer, not sure how to count the time they had spent in the virtual layer. Had it been two and a half hours, or two and a half months? It felt like a little of both. 
 
    She looked at Alex. He was almost a stranger, but he was kind, and warm, and she instinctively felt she could tell him things she couldn't tell Michael. "Obongo and I… we… got to know each other… during an experiment." 
 
    "An experiment?" 
 
    "We were taken captive by Ascended beings in the year eight million. They... encouraged Obongo and I to... physically couple with each other, in front of Michael and other crewmembers." It was hard to say it, even to Alex. 
 
    "Oh, how humiliating!" said Alex. "Why did they make you do that?" 
 
    "They said they were studying the concept of restraint." She gave a sad smile. "We didn't show much of it that day." She remembered Obongo making love to her. Actually, we didn't show any at all. 
 
    "That must have been very traumatic... for all of you." 
 
    "It was," said Jennifer. "And yet, as Obongo was making love to me, even as Captain Taylor was watching, seething with jealousy... I realized that part of it felt good. Really good." She paused, looking down into her hands. "At first I thought it was a purely physical thing. Obongo has... had, a big chest, big shoulders, big arms... well, you saw him. He had a big... a big everything."  
 
    She gave Alex a nervous smile. Why was she telling him these things? Because she needed to tell someone, and she could never tell Michael.  
 
    "Afterwards, when we got back to the ship, I talked to Obongo, and discovered that despite the humiliation, he also... felt something for me," said Jennifer. "We started seeing each other, quietly. I began to discover another side to him. He wasn't just handsome, he was thoughtful, and kind, and decent. But... but we couldn't be open about our relationship because... because...." 
 
    "Because of Michael?" said Alex.  
 
    "Was it that obvious?" Jennifer laughed nervously. 
 
    "Just a little," said Alex. "And so were the two of you....?" 
 
    "No. Never. Well, there was this time in a cave... we were under stress, and I... I told him I loved him, but it never went any farther than that... and then Michael, he got the wrong idea-" 
 
    "The idea that when you told him you loved him, it meant that you loved him," said Alex. He looks so handsome when he smiled at her! 
 
    "Yeah," said Jennifer. Alex was so easy to talk to. "I kept him at bay by telling him I couldn't, not as long as I was with Michael-" 
 
    "You kept Michael at bay by telling him you were with Michael?" 
 
    "Sorry," Jennifer laughed again. "My husband, my ex-husband, was also named Michael." 
 
    "Captain Taylor must have loved that." 
 
    "Yes, every time I spoke of my Michael I always saw a little cringe in his eyes. Sometimes I... I even enjoyed it," said Jennifer. "Anyway, I had divorced Michael, but the other Michael, Captain Taylor, didn't know. So, to keep his feelings from being hurt-" 
 
    "You told him you couldn't be with him because you were a married woman," said Alex.  
 
    "Yeah," said Jennifer. "But then he found out, about me and Bongo, in the worst possible way, in front of everyone-" she broke off, and started sobbing. "What am I doing? I should be crying for Bongo, not for Michael or myself!" 
 
    "Poor Jennifer," said Alex, taking her in his arms. "You lead such a difficult life. You're always going to hurt the men around you." 
 
    "W-why?" Jennifer asked." 
 
    "Because you're so beautiful, and everyone always falls in love with a beautiful woman." 
 
    Jennifer's jaw dropped open, and she looked into Alex's eyes; and he leaned forward and kissed her; and despite the emotional trauma she was going through, she hugged him, and kissed him back. 
 
    And suddenly, the loss of Obongo didn't feel quite as acute as it did just a minute ago. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Their next destination was another small, artificial planetoid named Sorshim, following Tammad and his men who were flying in small space bubbles ahead of them. But they didn't know exactly where they were going yet, because Sorshim actually moved. Tammad warned Taylor that it might take a few days to find it.  
 
    As they waited, Taylor talked to Victor in his command office. 
 
    "If you believe it's a trap, why are we going to this... Sorshim?" Victor asked. 
 
    "Because I don't know any other way of breaching the defenses of the United," said Taylor. "But I don't trust this Expedition. They want something from us, something they're not telling us. I can feel it." 
 
    "Michael, you say you're suspicious because you defeated the United too easily. Now let me ask you a question: if I dropped you with a concussion pistol in the middle of the African savannah, one filled with lions and tigers, how long would you last?" Victor asked. 
 
    "Not very long." 
 
    "But why? You have the more advanced weaponry; and surely you are more evolved than lions and tigers." 
 
    "I get your point," said Taylor. "That evolution doesn't necessary go together with military prowess. But... there was just something odd about it. They were shouting at us, Victor. Shouting at us, practically begging us to show them aggression. It was as if they wanted to be killed." 
 
    "I don't know, Michael. We're talking about an alien psychology, an alien psychology 500,000,000 years in the future. Speaking realistically, it's amazing we can even understand them at all." Victor paused. "If you don't trust the expedition, what about Colonel Alex Stone?" 
 
    "I don't know," said Taylor. "He did save my life, apparently." 
 
    "Well, we're just going to have to tack on the word apparently to everything that happens to us, aren't we?" Victor grinned. "But what do your instincts tell you about him?" 
 
    "My instincts? I don't know. That he's a good man," said Taylor. 
 
    "And what about Captain Audrey Spaulding?" 
 
    "A good woman. A very good woman," said Taylor. 
 
    "So how do you explain it if a good man and a very good woman are in league with the Expedition, conspiring to do something terrible to us?" 
 
    "I can't. Not yet," said Taylor. "We have recovered one of the three elements, and by tomorrow we should be at the location of the second one. Hopefully the truth will reveal itself soon enough." 
 
    "The truth always reveals itself, sooner or later," said Victor. "But in time to do something about it? Not often enough," he said, smiling thinly. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Two days later, Jennifer and Alex Stone were having lunch in the cafeteria. Victor and Taylor were sitting two tables away. 
 
    "Jennifer seems to have recovered from her loss," Victor observed. 
 
    "Yes, she has," said Taylor. He looked at Jennifer, who was smiling and laughing with Alex at the other table. "And in record time too." 
 
    "Oh, jealousy doesn't become you Michael," said Victor. 
 
    "Victor, Jennifer told me she was in love with me, but wouldn't have me because she was married. Then I find out that she's no longer married and with Obongo. That was difficult, but I could accept that," said Taylor. "And now, Obongo's body isn't even cold, and she's chatting it up with Alex Stone, apparently without a care in the world." 
 
    "Michael, sometimes when people are suffering an acute loss, they need the company of others. It's part of the recovery process." 
 
    "Yeah," said Taylor, remembering how Jennifer had specifically rejected his company. Jennifer, it would seem wanted the company of anyone but him. "But it also makes them vulnerable. Easy to take advantage of." 
 
    "Is that what concerns you, Michael? That Alex Stone will take advantage of her? Or that you can't?" said Victor. If anyone else had said that, it would have come as a stinging rebuke.  
 
    But Taylor just let it slide over him.  As he watched Jennifer, his heart sank. 
 
    She was smiling at Alex Stone. Giving him her little smile, the special one that was meant for him. Whenever he said something sarcastic she would laugh, and give him that "I find you so amusing and endearing look" that used to be reserved only for him. Jennifer was leaning forward, almost leaning into Alex. Her tight uniform showed the wonderful curve of her big melons.  Her luscious long black hair was draped on either side of her shoulder. She was so beautiful. So darling. And it felt like every other man could have her… except him. 
 
    And then, Taylor thought Jennifer looked back at him, out of the corner of her eye, for just the briefest of moments. She looked, and she must have seen the pain and agony in his face, and then she... she... she looked back at Alex and laughed. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
     Jennifer was feeling very unsure of herself. Two nights ago Alex had come to her quarters. He had helped eased her pain. They had kissed, but nothing else had happened beyond that. She respected him for that. She had fallen asleep in his arms, and he was gone when she awoke in the morning. 
 
    They started having meals with each other, as they waited for the Expedition to locate Sorshim. Alex was married, but it didn't seem to be a barrier since he had lived out his entire life with his wife, at least, as far as she knew. And besides, that was over 500,000,000 years ago. That was ancient history. Right? 
 
    Alex was so handsome, and dashing, and understanding and... and.... 
 
    Jennifer had been having visions. Or vivid daydreams. She didn't know what to call them. 
 
    They were snippets, not lasting more than five seconds in length. But she was having them more and more frequently, ever since the night she had spent with Alex.  
 
    And they were all about one topic: about making love to Alex. 
 
    They were nude. Alex was was making love to her. 
 
    "Tammad said he thinks he has finally located Sorshim," said Alex. 
 
    "Oh, that's great," said Jennifer, suddenly jolted back into awareness. 
 
    "Yes, he says we can find the second element there, so he thinks." 
 
    "I love you," Alex said, as he slowly moved in and out of her. "I love you, Jennifer."  
 
    She stared back at him with wide eyes, and gasped almost imperceptibly. 
 
    "The second element is called Tarcarti," said Alex. "It is the second of the three elements we need to unlock the defense system around Corta." 
 
    "That's really interesting," said Jennifer, realizing she was starting to break out into a sweat. 
 
    Jennifer looked him in the eye. "Please let me do this. Please, I really want to." 
 
    Alex nodded. 
 
    Jennifer slowly got down on her knees…. 
 
    "The United have an impenetrable forcefield around Corta, but anyone with the right key can pass through it," said Alex. "Our key will be a combination of these three elements." 
 
    "Fascinating," said Jennifer, struggling to remain calm. 
 
    Alex’s body intertwined with hers. Jennifer moaning in pleasure.... 
 
    "Once we breach the shield, we can shut down the mechanism controlling the Black Box," said Alex. 
 
    "Success!" Jennifer grinned nervously. 
 
    The two of them, together in bed, moving faster and faster, like an orchestra rising to a overpowering crescendo! 
 
    Jennifer suddenly sat upright. Her fork clattered to the floor. She felt all eyes on her, including Taylor's. 
 
    "Are you all right, Jennifer?" Alex asked. 
 
    "I... yeah," said Jennifer. "I just realized something I forgot in my quarters. I have to go and get it." She got up and walked out of there on slightly unsteady legs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Victor." 
 
    "Not Victor." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "He could be more useful as an Encourager." 
 
    "You like him." 
 
    "He is rather pleasant, but I still think he would be better suited to be an Encourager than a gene donor." 
 
    "His love for science is great." 
 
    "So is Doctor Bruce Anderson's." 
 
    "As good as Victor's?" 
 
    "Almost." 
 
    "All right. Give him five percent less than you gave Babangida." 
 
    "Five percent less and the isotope may not work." 
 
    "The dose you gave Babangida turned him into a pool of sludge." 
 
    "The dose response varies wildly, from individual to individual. You know that." 
 
    "Give him two percent less." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Sorshim was the oddest thing Taylor had ever seen. It was shaped like a rod, a long, thin cylinder, with a hollow interior. It was five miles in diameter, and 22 miles long. 
 
    "And let me guess," said Taylor. "What we need is at one end, but we have to enter at the other." 
 
    "I would not advise a landing at the reinforced end," said Tammad. "Your shuttle would be destroyed before it could land." 
 
    "Why would they leave one end unguarded?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "It is their psychology," said Tammad. "They all travel by bubble. They have been doing so for millions of years. They cannot conceive of someone walking a half mile, much less 22. It does not seem possible to them." 
 
    "I see," said Taylor. "So I guess we go down." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Sorshim was... odd. 
 
    The interior of the rod consisted of a floor of giant orange and white squares. Every time they stepped on a square, it glowed. There was vegetation, of a sort, green vines that went above their head and had white glowing spheres on top of them, which provided light. 
 
    "This is the weirdest thing I have ever seen in my life," said Jennifer. She stepped forward, and the square she stepped on glowed. "Oh!" 
 
    "Do not fear," said Tammad. "It will not harm you." 
 
    "Why... why would they make a place like this?" Taylor asked. "What is the purpose?" 
 
    Tammad shrugged. "If I were a member of the United, I could probably tell you. Shall we proceed?" 
 
    They started walking. Ensign Torrence had replaced Lieutenant Babangida as head of security, and he lead the team today. They had also brought along one of Elizabeth's scientists, Bruce Anderson, a physical materials specialist, to study the unusual nature of this asteroid. Anderson, a thin, balding scientist, was chatting up a storm with Mushi, who had taken a liking to him. 
 
    Taylor remembered that Mushi had been friendly with Raleigh and Babangida, who both had been killed by the isotope. But she had also been friendly with others, including Doctor McCrae and even himself, and nothing had happened to them. It was probably coincidence. 
 
    They walked for hours. The gravity here was heavier than what they were used to, about 1.2 times earth normal, which made for slower going. 
 
    After they had covered about a dozen miles, Taylor saw that his men were getting weary. He felt it himself. His legs were sore. He decided to call a halt for a few hours so they could rest and get some sleep. They pitched tents and set up a perimeter patrol. 
 
    So far they hadn't encountered a single member of the United. But if it was as Tammad said, perhaps they would all be clustered at the far end of the rod. 
 
    As they were finishing dinner, Taylor overheard Doctor Bruce Anderson talking to Tammad. "Hundreds of dimensions? Really?" 
 
    "Actually, thousands of them. But we can only perceive hundreds," said Tammad. "We have travelled to some of them. They are quite amazing." 
 
    "When you say other dimensions, do you mean parallel universes?" Anderson asked. 
 
    "No," said Tammad. "I mean different planes of existence." 
 
    "Different planes of existence," Anderson breathed. "What does that mean? What is that like? What... what... oh... oh... OHHHH!" He got up and clutched his head. His body started to smoke and shimmer. Before their very eyes, his body started to liquefy. In seconds, he was simply a pool of fluid on the ground. 
 
    Jennifer looked at the body in horror. "Not again!" she cried. 
 
    "It was the isotope," said Tammad sadly. "I am so sorry for your loss." 
 
    "That's it?" said Jennifer. "You're sorry?" 
 
    "There's nothing that can be done," said Tammad. 
 
    "You can't detect these things?" Jennifer asked. 
 
    "We can," said Tammad. "But as I have already explained to Captain Taylor, the isotopes travel at high velocity. The one that briefly went through Doctor Anderson is already some miles away from us." 
 
    Jennifer looked at Taylor, who looked back at her. He walked forward and embraced him. She hugged him back. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "You still gave him too much." 
 
    "Infection through dermal contact is very unreliable. The failure rate is 84%." 
 
    "Internal infusions are much more reliable. The failure rate there is only 54%." 
 
    "With a very small sample size. Unproven." 
 
    "Our next infusion should be internal." 
 
    "Internal requires the active cooperation of the subject." 
 
    [A newcomer enters the telepathic conversation] 
 
    "Are you ready to give the Captain the isotope?" 
 
    "Yes. But I question the wisdom of it." 
 
    "Have you developed feelings for the Captain?" 
 
    "You know full well that none of us have any feelings of any kind." 
 
    "I am not so sure about you. You absorbed a microinfusion of modified DNA from Ensign Margaery Comsat of the USS Exeter. For a time, you showed signs of compassion." 
 
    "That was short lived. The change was not durable." 
 
    "Then why do you wish to spare Captain Taylor?" 
 
    "He would make a more suitable Encourager. He is very brave and determined. We could learn that by example." 
 
    "We could experience that even better if we absorbed his modified DNA." 
 
    "He is very valuable and should not be wasted." 
 
    "Agreed. Can you give him an internal dose of the isotope?" 
 
    "I believe so." 
 
    "Then do it. Give him a low dose. Seven percent below norm." 
 
    "Seven percent below norm? There is a significant chance that will not activate the transformation." 
 
    "He is too valuable. I would rather have the transformation fail than be left with a puddle of human chemicals." 
 
    "It shall be done." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor wasn't having an easy time falling asleep. He had lost three men. They had all died in front of his eyes, horrible deaths where their bodies literally melted into liquid. This isotope was taking more of a toll on his crew than the United were. He was still tossing and turning when he heard a rustling and saw the outlines of someone entering his tent. 
 
    "Who... who is it?" he said. 
 
    "It's just me," said a familiar voice. 
 
    "Oh. Audrey," said Taylor. 
 
    Captain Audrey Spaulding of the Exeter sat down next to Taylor. "I thought you might need some company. It's never easy losing one of your men." 
 
    In the dim light he couldn't really see her face. But the outlines of her hair and trademark bun were clear. If her voice hadn't been a bit deeper, Taylor could have sworn that he was talking to Elizabeth. 
 
    "No, it isn't," said Taylor. 
 
    He felt more than saw a hand start to brush over his arm. "But there's more to it than just that, isn't it?" said Spaulding. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "The Expedition has... upgraded me in small ways," said Audrey. "They have given me limited telepathic abilities." 
 
    Taylor stiffened, even as she continued to stroke his arm. "Don't be alarmed! I respect your privacy. But the intensity of your thoughts... you've been hurt, Michael, and repeatedly, by a number of women, haven't you?" 
 
    Taylor looked at the faceless outline of Audrey Spaulding, and suddenly all his frustrations came boiling out, the things in his mind he hadn't been able to tell Jennifer, or anyone else. He found himself telling her about his failed romances with Pamela, and Jennifer, and even Elizabeth and Suki. When he was done, he felt embarrassed, but also good about it. He had kept it all bottled up inside of him for way too long. 
 
    "You poor, poor man," said Audrey. She was now stroking his shoulders. "Have you ever tried to figure out why you have such difficulties with women?" 
 
    Taylor shook his head. 
 
    "Elizabeth I understand. I can sense the conflict within her. She wants to be two very different kinds of people, and can't yet decide which one she really wants to be. That's not on you, Michael," she said, as her hand gently stroked his chest. It felt good. 
 
    "But the others... the others were all inevitable," said Audrey. 
 
    "What do mean?" Taylor asked, as he enjoyed the movements of her hand. It was a small thing, a light touch, but in the darkness, where all his other senses were dull, he felt it tenfold, as her fingertips graced his body with lightness and warmth. 
 
    "You and Jennifer. She was your first officer. Did you really expect your first officer to have an affair with you?" 
 
    "I...." 
 
    "You're her Captain. You can't reasonably put her in such a position," said Audrey. 
 
    "Maybe...." 
 
    "And Suki. Suki was even worse. She was one of your most junior officers. Even you couldn't bring yourself to do that. In both cases, the problem was you, Michael. Not you personally, but the position you occupied. The position of Captain." The fingers continued their sympathetic rubbing. 
 
    "And Pam?" 
 
    "It was the same thing. You were the Captain of a Survey Service vessel. How could you have a relationship with a woman you could barely have time to see?" 
 
    "So what is the answer then?" Taylor asked. "If I can't have relationships with my crew, and I can't have relationships with civilians, who can I have a relationship with?" 
 
    "The Survey Service," said Spaulding. "For dedicated officers like us, the Survey Service is our husband, the Survey Service is our wife. I think deep down you always knew that." 
 
    He felt her hand now, moving lower, moving to his thighs. Her touch became more insistent, pressing, demanding.  
 
    "But for those of us, higher in the chain of command, there is still one alternative," she said. And then Taylor saw her dark outline moving, leaning over, until her lips were above his. 
 
    "And what is that?" Taylor whispered. 
 
    "Captain to Captain," said Audrey. "There is no rule or regulation against it. Only a Survey Service Captain can understand the problems of another Survey Service Captain." And she pressed her lips against him. Taylor felt the warmth, and the glow, and it was wonderful. 
 
    Her dark face looked down on him as she pulled back. "Only a Survey Service Captain can understand the needs and difficulties that another Survey Service Captain experiences." And then she kissed him again, with twice the emotional energy of the first time.  
 
    Their lips locked together for a joyous moment, and then she pulled back again. "Only a Survey Service Captain can love you like I can, Michael. I was attracted to you from the moment I met you, you dashing young man. Are you attracted to me?" 
 
    "Yes," said Michael thickly. Yes, but.... he wanted to say, but the rest didn't quite come out. 
 
    The face hidden in shadow stared at him for a few seconds. Then she reached down and kissed him again. Taylor responded. His heart thumped as he felt her warm embrace. She pressed her lips against his, rubbing, playing, teasing. It all felt so wonderful. 
 
    And then he felt hands, pulling on his shirt.  
 
    "No..." said Taylor. 
 
    The  hands continued to move, continued to pull his clothing. 
 
    "No," said Taylor again. He found new strength, and gently pushed her back. 
 
    "What is it?" Audrey asked.  
 
    He saw the outline of her head and bun, but couldn't see the expression on her face. Taylor shook his head in the darkness of his tent. "No... not here. Not in a field operation. Not surrounded by my crew like this. They will hear." 
 
    "We'll be very discrete," said Audrey. She surged forward again, but Taylor held firm, pushing her back again. 
 
    "No," said Taylor. "After the mission. Later." 
 
    The outline of Audrey's face looked at him for a long moment. Then she nodded, and got up. "Until next time, then," she said, exiting his tent. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "He would not take the isotope." 
 
    "He would not? Or you wouldn't give it to him?" 
 
    "I tried. You said you wanted it done internally. I am confident I can do it, but I need more time." 
 
    [A new telepathic voice enters the discussion] 
 
    "I am ready to give Jennifer Hale the isotope." 
 
    "Do we want to give Jennifer Hale the isotope?" 
 
    "She is full of sensuality. I have felt it. Her DNA would add excellent motivations, once it had been properly modified." 
 
    "Will you be able to deliver the dose internally?" 
 
    "I think so, when this part of the mission is completed." 
 
    "Then do so, with an appropriate delay inserted so you are not suspected." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They resumed their journey a few hours later. Taylor was unsettled by Audrey Spaulding's nocturnal visit. He had been burned by so many women--Pamela, Jennifer, and Elizabeth. He was also suspicious of the Expedition, and Audrey was definitely associated with it. If the Expedition had a secret agenda, could Audrey be as much in the dark about it as he was? 
 
    All these doubts had caused him to push her away last night. But Taylor had felt a powerful attraction to her. The idea of making love to a brave, bold Survey Service Captain excited him. And he felt she was right when she said that only Survey Service Captains could understand other Survey Service captains.  
 
    It was a powerful inducement. If Audrey showed up at his quarters on the Judicator one night, he didn't think he would have the power to resist her. 
 
    Meanwhile Taylor couldn't help but notice that Jennifer continued to stay close to Alex Stone.  He watched with heavy eyes as they walked and talked with each other. Alex wasn't just flirting with Jennifer; she was flirting with him! The way she smiled, the way she touched his arm when she talked... she wanted it. 
 
    The problem with Alex was one and the same. If the Expedition had a secret agenda, if Audrey was compromised, then Alex certainly was as well. But so far, all he had was suspicions. If he tried to warn Jennifer, she would simply attribute it to jealousy. 
 
    And she might well be right. 
 
    They continued to walk through the bizarre landscape. What kind of alien mind could dream up a surrounding made up of giant orange and white squares, punctuated only by tall vines with glowing white orbs on them? The white orbs he understood, they were the only source of light. But the orange and white squares? He asked Tammad about it. 
 
    "I have seen much stranger things in some of the dimensions I have visited," said Tammad.  
 
    "You have seen other dimensions?" 
 
    "A few," said Tammad. "Our technology is not as advanced as the United, but we have crossed over to a few of the more accessible ones. One time I saw a dimension consisting entirely of bright, wavy lines." 
 
    "Bright, wavy lines? What do you mean?" 
 
    "Exactly what I said. The entire universe, in that dimension, was bright, wavy lines," said Tammad. "Our scientists say that there was more there, much more, but we do not have the ability to screan it like the United do." 
 
    "To screan it?" 
 
    Tammad frowned. "I am trying to find a word for it in your language. There is no real equivalent. To screan is to... understand things, but to understand in a way using perceptual abilities that you do not possess." 
 
    "You mean, like sensing with the mind, like extra sensory perception?" 
 
    Tammad made a face. "Perhaps. That is a very broad and generalized characterization of it, but yes, it is the ability to sense the nature of the universe using a physicality you do not possess." 
 
    "And you do?" 
 
    "We are beginning to," said Tammad. "The United can screan much better than we can. But we can begin to sense the nature of things. What we see as stars, and the planets, and the solar system, and the galaxy... they are not just astronautical bodies. They are more, much more." 
 
    "Can you elaborate?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "I don't think there is time," said Tammad. He pointed. "Look." 
 
    They had nearly reached the other end of the rod. They could see a mass of giant squids, guarding some kind of outpost. Behind them they could see the end of the hollow rod they were inside of, and the stars themselves. 
 
    They could already begin to hear the voices in their head. 
 
    "Show us your bravery!" 
 
    "Show us your determination!" 
 
    "Let no opposition halt you!" 
 
    The United, it seems, was eager for battle.  
 
    There was no real cover here, except the thick, vertical vines. Taylor ordered the men to spread out, and to advance. 
 
    The battle commenced. It was just like the last time. Survey Service and Expedition forces fired their weapons, and giant squids blew into pieces. The United fired back at them, and people fell to the ground, unconscious. The United still wanted to take them prisoner, rather than kill them. 
 
    They advanced, and all seemed to go well, until Taylor heard Jennifer scream. 
 
    He turned around. 
 
    Somehow, four of the  United had appeared behind them. How they got there when there was no place to hide was a puzzle that Taylor didn't have time to consider. One of them had an arm around Jennifer, and her body was stiff, her eyes wide, as she was dragged away.  
 
    "Jennifer!" Taylor cried, as he ran to her. But he had to hit the ground as he was nearly cut down by a blast from a United who attempted to flank him. "Show us your determination!" he heard in his head.  
 
    "I'll show you my determination!" Taylor cried. He shot the United, and it burst into pieces, but even as he got up, energy blasts from yet another United kept him from running to Jennifer. 
 
    Colonel Alex Stone, however, was in a much better position. There were no United between him and Jennifer. He ran to her, his compression rifle firing nearly continuously.  
 
    One, two, three... the squids blew up. The fourth fired a blast at Alex, but he dodged it. He swung his rifle butt against the side of the United's head, and it went crashing backwards, even as it pulled his rifle away from him. Alex swiftly drew his compression pistol, and blasted the squid to pieces. Then he went to grab a wide-eyed Jennifer, who was starting to recover from the effects of the paralysis. 
 
    The battle was soon over. They had won. Four members of their team had been stunned, not counting Jennifer. 
 
    By the time Taylor got to her, she had shaken the effects of the paralyzing tentacle. "Jennifer, are you all right?" he asked. 
 
    "Yes, I'm fine, Michael," she said. She turned to Alex. "Alex, you saved me. You saved my life." 
 
    "Anyone would have done the same," said Alex Stone. 
 
    And I tried to, Taylor thought. 
 
    "But you were the one who did it," she said, and her smile cut a small hole in Taylor's heart. "How can I ever thank you?" 
 
    Alex paused. "Ah... I don't know.... dinner, in my quarters, tonight?" 
 
    "Done," said Jennifer, and her broad smile crushed the remnants of Taylor's heart. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor found Tammad inside the small installation. He stood over a container of small orange cubes. 
 
    "The second element, I take it," said Taylor. 
 
    "Yes," said Tammad. "We are making excellent progress." 
 
    But excellent progress towards what? 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor piloted the shuttle as they returned to the Judicator. Jennifer sat in the copilot's seat. He had arranged it this way, purposefully. He wanted a chance to speak to her alone, before, before.... 
 
    "Jennifer?" 
 
    "Yes, Captain?" 
 
    "You're going to have dinner with Alex Stone tonight, in his quarters?" 
 
    Jennifer gave him an odd look and didn't answer for a long moment. "Yes, Captain." 
 
    "Are... are you...." 
 
    "Am I what, Captain?" Jennifer asked, her eyes hard as flint, as she turned her face and body towards him. "Are you asking me if I'm going to fuck him? Is that really what you want to know, Captain Michael Taylor?" 
 
    "I... yes." 
 
    "I cannot believe it. I cannot fucking believe it," said Jennifer. "Do you realize how fucking inappropriate it is to ask me that?"  
 
    "I'm concerned for you," said Taylor, feeling the conversation was spinning out of control. 
 
    "I don't think so. I don't think you're concerned for me at all." She paused another moment, staring at him in a way that made him uncomfortable. "Are you ever going to get over it, Michael? You're never going to have me. I'm sorry, but that's the way it has to be." 
 
    "I-" 
 
    "I think, if we get back to Earth, when we get back to Earth, in our time... I think it would be best if I requested a transfer," said Jennifer. 
 
    "A transfer?" said Taylor. 
 
    "We can't work together as a team anymore, Michael.  We really can't. Your emotions are interfering with your work." 
 
    "Jennifer-" 
 
    "Look, there's the Judicator. Are you going to adjust our trajectory to enter the shuttle bay, or should I?" 
 
    For once, Taylor was completely speechless. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Jennifer was notably absent from dinner that night, as was Alex Stone. Taylor tried not to think about, to think about what Jennifer was doing with him.... 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted by Captain Audrey Spaulding, who sat down next to him. "Hello, Michael," she said. 
 
    "Hello, Audrey," said Taylor, putting a smile on his face. 
 
    "How are you doing, Michael?" She asked. From her smile he was reminded of the unfinished business they had. He remembered how they had kissed in his tent the night before. How he had felt her touch. How they had a meeting of minds, a shared empathy. 
 
    "We have two of the elements," she said. "Only one more to go," she smiled at him. 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. 
 
    "Have you given any thought to what we might do one we return to Earth?" she asked. She leaned towards  him, so he could better see the shape of her wonderful body. 
 
     "Once we return to Earth? If we return to Earth," said Taylor. 
 
    "I'm an eternal optimist," said Audrey. "We'll probably get vacation. I'd love to see more of you." She smiled at him. 
 
    "I'd like that too," said Taylor, feeling himself sweating. "Is it hot in here?" 
 
    "A little," said Audrey. "Would you like to go to my quarters and cool down a bit?" 
 
    And then he thought of Jennifer. 
 
    "No," said Taylor, seeing the disappointment on her face. "I'm just not in the proper mind frame. I'd love to, after the mission is over." 
 
    "All right," Audrey said, in an even tone. 
 
    Three tables away, Elizabeth and Victor ate dinner. "I wonder what's going on there," said Victor, watching the sudden change of expressions on Audrey's and Taylor's face. 
 
    "I can guess," said Elizabeth bitterly. 
 
    Taylor got up and left. 
 
    "Can you?" said Victor. 
 
    "Just wait. Count to ten," said Elizabeth. 
 
    It was actually a twenty count before Audrey got up and left, leaving after him. 
 
    "That's our Captain," said Elizabeth. "Always keeping up appearances." 
 
    "I don't see why you have any need to complain. You made your feelings quite clear to him." 
 
    "Is that what he told you?" Elizabeth said. 
 
    Victor shook his head. "Michael didn't have to tell me anything." 
 
    "It wasn't real," said Elizabeth, putting her hand to her chest. "What we had... in that virtual layer... it was not real." 
 
    "Keep telling yourself that," said Victor, getting up with his empty tray. "Maybe if you keep saying it, you'll even believe it." 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Jennifer Hale of the United Survey Service wasn't dressed in her Survey Service uniform when she entered Alex Stone's quarters that evening. She was wearing a long, flowing black dress that showed off her figure. She knew full well what Stone's invitation to dinner had meant, and she was ready for it. 
 
    Indeed, she was even eager. Ever since that night when he had consoled her, after Obongo had died, thoughts had flashed through her mind. Sensual thoughts, of Alex and her.  
 
    So when she entered his quarters, she was ready for what she knew she had been invited for. 
 
    Alex smiled as she entered the room.  
 
    Jennifer saw dinner prepared on a small table next to his bed. How convenient. 
 
    "Jennifer. You're looking so lovely tonight." He reached up and hugged her. He felt warm and wonderful. And then Alex pulled back, looked into her eyes, and gave her a firm kiss. She responded eagerly, grinding her lips against his, leaving no doubt that she was going to be a willing participant in the night's events. 
 
    They sat down for dinner, but Jennifer's mind was on something else. She was thinking of the visions, the visions of love between her and Alex. She was excited by it, and more than ready. And so after dinner, when he extended a hand, she took it, and she let him pull her down to his bed. 
 
    They had relations. It was wonderful, though Jennifer felt an odd warmth in her body afterwards. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "A cube?" said Victor. 
 
    "That's not possible," said Doctor McCrae. 
 
    "We see it, so therefore it is," said Victor. 
 
    They were staring at a small planetoid on the viewscreen. And it was shaped like a cube. A perfect cube. 
 
    "How can that be?" said Taylor. 
 
    "Planetoids can be produced in any shape," said Tammad. 
 
    "But why a cube?" 
 
    "Spatial energy moving across a cube shaped gravitational field can generate tremendous amounts of electrical power," said Tammad. 
 
    "I don't see how," said Wade Tanner. 
 
    "It would require much explanation," said Tammad. "Suffice to say that the last element we need, called Kratonium, is stored in one of the points of the cube." 
 
    "One of them? You don't know which?" 
 
    Tammad shook his head. "Our information was not specific enough." 
 
    "There are eight points on the cube!" Taylor said.  
 
    "Well, I know which point it's stored under," said Doctor McCrae. 
 
    They all looked at him. 
 
    "The last one you look at, of course," said McCrae. 
 
    "How big is that cube?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "It is one of the smaller ones," said Tammad. "In your measurements, it is only approximately three standard miles to a side." 
 
    As the cube rotated, they could see different terrain on it. One side was oceans. One side was desert. One was forest. One was grasslands. And other was... the sixth side was unclear. 
 
    "Amazing. If you want a different terrain, all you have to do is flip to the other side," said Victor. "Think of it, Michael. You can go on vacation and have the mountains and beaches and the tropics all in the same place!" 
 
    "We're not going on vacation, Victor," Taylor reminded him. He turned to Tammad. "What happens when we find the last element?" 
 
    "Well, then we should be able to breach the defense shield on Corta," said Tammad. "In theory, anyway." 
 
    "And after that?" 
 
    "We go to their control center, and blow it up. You'll find a large black monolith there, quite tall, you can't miss it. That's the generator for the time tunnel," said Tammad. 
 
    "It sounds quite simple." 
 
    "Oh, it will be anything but. The United will resist us, be sure of that." 
 
    "I will," said Taylor. Something caught his eye. 
 
    He looked at Jennifer. She seemed a bit unsteady. "Are you all right?" 
 
    "Yes, I'm fine," said Jennifer. "Just a bit of indigestion... from breakfast." 
 
    "Are you up for this mission?" 
 
    "Of course," said Jennifer, smiling gamely. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They landed on Corta. From their sensors they detected United soldiers at every corner of the cube, so they landed in the middle of one of the cube's sides, a grassy area where it was easy for the shuttle to land. After they had disembarked, the shuttle lifted off again. It would come back for them when they reached their final destination, whichever corner that was. 
 
    "Nice," said Taylor, looking at the gentle green flatlands. Above him he could see the stars. There was some kind of artificial light source in the atmosphere here, but it couldn't be viewed directly. 
 
    "Jennifer, what do you think of-" he broke off as he saw Jennifer starting to shake. 
 
    "Jennifer?" Taylor said uncertainly. 
 
    Jennifer looked down. Her belly was starting to grow large, as if she were pregnant. She looked down in horror as her stomach ballooned out as if she were in the ninth month of pregnancy.  
 
    She looked at Taylor with terror in her eyes. "Michael... help... me....." 
 
    Taylor went over to grab her hand, but Alex grabbed him from behind. "No! Don't touch her!" he cried. 
 
    Jennifer had gone from trembling to shaking. Her pregnant belly started to flatten now but as it did, they could see the giant lump moving upwards, into her chest, into her neck, and into her head. 
 
    "Michael!" she cried one last time, and then her face changed like it made of rubber, and then it melted, and then it was replaced by a giant eye. And then her body morphed, and changed, and turned into a giant squid.  
 
    The United. 
 
    And then they heard an inhuman shriek, and Jennifer started to grow smaller and smaller, until she disappeared into the point of a dot, and then disappeared entirely. 
 
    In moments, there was no trace of her, none at all. 
 
    Taylor pulled free of Alex. He looked at the spot that Jennifer had been standing on. He turned to Tammad. 
 
    "What just happened here?" 
 
    "The isotope-" 
 
    Taylor grabbed him by the shoulders. "That was not the isotope!" he roared. "Tell me the truth! What did I just see?" 
 
    "I do not know," said Tammad. "I have never seen such a thing before either." 
 
    "Before she disappeared... Jennifer appeared to turn into one of them. How could that have happened?" 
 
    "I..."Tammad seemed at a loss for words. "Perhaps it is the United. Perhaps they are experimenting with the isotope. Finding ways to use it to turn us into them." 
 
    "Now why would they want to do that?" Doctor McCrae asked. "You said they wanted to capture us unharmed, for their entertainment." 
 
    "I also told you that part of what they do, for their entertainment is... genetic experimentation," said Tammad. "It is rumored they like creating hybrids. We have never seen one, but it is said that they find it to be most... entertaining." 
 
    Taylor glared, and pushed Tammad back slightly as he released him.  
 
    "Captain, I have telepathic abilities, but it doesn't take a telepath to see that you no longer trust me," said Tammad. "Do you wish to cancel this mission? If you wish to call your shuttle and leave, I will not stop you." 
 
    Taylor considered a long moment. They already had two of the three elements. "No. We will continue the mission." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They started to walk to the nearest edge of the cube shaped surface they were on. Audrey Spaulding fell in step with him. "Michael, I'm so sorry for your loss." 
 
    Taylor nodded. 
 
    "I know what she meant to you," said Audrey. 
 
    Taylor said nothing. 
 
    "She was a fine-" 
 
    "Audrey!" said Taylor abruptly, his face full of pain and hurt. "I'd… I'd rather just not talk about it right now, all right?" 
 
    She looked at him. "All right, Michael." 
 
    They walked in silence. Taylor half listened to the conversation that Doctor McCrae was  having with one of Tammad's men, a fellow named Mandar. 
 
    "So what does that mean, you're telepathic? You read each other's thoughts?" McCrae asked. 
 
    "Yes," said Mandar.  
 
    "That must be terribly... embarrassing sometimes." 
 
    "Not at all. We have evolved to the point where we feel  no shame in sharing our thoughts with each other. Jealousy, fear, envy... we have shed all these things, Doctor McCrae." 
 
    "And what about love? What happens when you find out your wife prefers another man?" said Doctor McCrae. 
 
    "As I said, we have gotten past such things," said Mandar. He paused. "The United have taken it one step further. They can merge not only their minds, but their bodies as well." 
 
    "You said they could change shape," said McCrae. "So are you telling me they can merge into one... big... lump?" 
 
    Mandar smiled. "A lump is not a descriptive term, but yes. I am told that their sharing of  minds becomes even more... intimate than ours. For a time, they become one mind." 
 
    "One mind? How do they ever decide what to have for dinner?" 
 
    "Doctor McCrae, the United do not eat." 
 
    "Well, know I know two reasons why I don't like them." 
 
    And Taylor walked on in silence. 
 
    Jennifer. 
 
    They approached one of the edges, and what they saw amazed them. The side of the cube they were on was flat grasslands. Just over the edge on the other side was a raging ocean. Some of the waves lapped over onto the grasslands, just over the edge of the cube. 
 
    "This is incredible," said McCrae. From their perspective, they could see the ocean, on the "downward" side of the cube, the giant waves coming "up" towards them to their side of the cube. When the waves hit, some of the splashed water landed on their side of the cube, the grasslands, which was directly perpendicular to the ocean. "What keeps all that water on the down side of the cube?" 
 
    "Up and down is a relative perspective, Doctor McCrae," said Mandar. "If you were on the water plane, you would consider that up, and our position downwards. But there are powerful forces which keep the biospheres separate and intact." 
 
    "Gravity?" 
 
    "If you like. It is not entirely similar, and it is of course artificial in nature." 
 
    "Michael! Have you ever seen anything like it?" McCrae asked, staring at the waves below them. 
 
    "No." 
 
    Jennifer. 
 
    They reached the first edge, a confluence of three separate cube surfaces: water, desert, and grasslands. They saw United perched at the peak, looking down (or up?) at them. 
 
    Taylor let Alex Stone lead the battle. For once he didn't participate, acting like an observer. It went the same as before: squids were blown up, and several men were stunned. The only difference is what the United said to them. This time they said "Give us your love! Show us your loving nature!" which was ironic, given that Taylor's men were blasting them to pieces. 
 
    When it was over, Tammad went over to the peak. It was treacherous going, as the area to walk on got smaller and smaller. 
 
    "Careful, don't fall off," said Tammad. 
 
    As Taylor walked to the tip, he saw the ocean, three feet to his left, and the desert, three feet to his right. And Tammad was reaching down and twisting the very tip of the cube. 
 
    "What are you doing?" 
 
    "Trying to access it," said Tammad, shaking his head. "This is not it. It must be one of the other tips of the cube." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    To get to the next point of the cube, they walked along the edge of the border between the grasslands and the desert. 
 
    Taylor walked in silence. 
 
    Jennifer. 
 
    "Screaning ability?" Doctor McCrae said, as he talked to Tammad. 
 
    "We have developed other senses," said Tammad. 
 
    "What kind of senses?" McCrae asked.  
 
    "It is hard to explain," said Tammad. 
 
    "You're not trying very hard," said McCrae. 
 
    "It is difficult to find the words, Doctor McCrae. How do you explain sight to a blind man who has never seen?" 
 
    "With more persistence than you, apparently," said McCrae. 
 
    Tammad thought for a long moment. "It is not a sensory organ as you know it, like your eyes or your ears. It has become a component of the neurons in our brains. As our neurons became more independent, more self aware, they became able to sense farther, in different modalities. We can sense... things about the nature of the universe." 
 
    "What kind of things?" 
 
    Tammad opened his mouth, closed it, and opened it again. "I am sorry. I am not an Explainer. The United can screan far better than we can. Perhaps you will have an opportunity to ask them." 
 
    "Yeah, well, I'm looking forward to that," said McCrae. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They reached the second peak, and dispatched the United, who once again implored them to "Show us your love!". Tammad went and tried to twist the second peak, and failed. He turned and shook his head. 
 
    They started walking to the third peak. They walked along the third edge, the border between the grasslands and a jungle environment. They had the predictable battle when they got to the third peak, with the same predictable results.  Tammad twisted the peak and shook his head.  
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    By the time they had gotten to the fourth peak, dispatched the squids, and discovered that it, too, was not the right one, they were tired. They had marched nearly a dozen miles and fought four battles. They decided to pitch their tents and rest. Tomorrow they would have to leave the grasslands to get to the other four corners. Looking down the next side, Taylor saw mountains, dotted with caves. 
 
    Jennifer. 
 
    He ate dinner quickly and retired to his tent. He didn't want to talk to anyone, or see anyone. 
 
    And then Captain Audrey Spaulding came into his tent, after the others had gone to bed, and this time he didn't resist. This time he needed her, as he took her in his arms. 
 
    "I wanted her. I always wanted her," said Taylor, his eyes streaming with tears.  
 
    "I know," said Audrey, hugging and kissing him. 
 
    "I knew I could never have her, and yet, this makes it so final!" he whispered with intensity. 
 
    "I know, my love. Let it all out," she said. Audrey didn't seem the least bit upset that Taylor was talking about a different woman while she was making love to him. 
 
    Even as Taylor blubbered on, Audrey slowly removed his clothing, and then his own. Taylor cried softly, hoping his voice would not carry to the other tents. 
 
    "I miss her, Audrey, I miss her so terribly, as much as Pam," he said, tears streaming down his cheeks. He was crying! He hadn't cried in years. Survey Service Captains weren't supposed to cry. But Taylor couldn't control himself. 
 
    "I know, I know," she said.  
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They had relations. 
 
    Afterwards, Taylor looked wonderingly at her, but then he started to feel a warm, almost burning sensation, rising from his groin. 
 
    "Ah!" 
 
    "What is it, Michael?" 
 
    "I... I don't know." The warm feeling started to go up into his belly. Into his chest. "I... I feel something." 
 
    Audrey looked at him. 
 
    Even as he felt the heat inside of him, changing him, he felt cold at the same time, and started to shudder. "I... get Doctor McCrae." 
 
    "We don't need him," said Audrey. 
 
    "Get Doctor McCrae," said Taylor starting to sit up. 
 
    Audrey pushed him back down. "You'll be fine in a moment." 
 
    The cold shudders were getting more violent now 
 
    "Audrey-" 
 
    "Shhhh," she said again. She slid her lips over  his to silence him. She pinned him down with her strong arms. 
 
    Taylor's body continued to shudder. It felt like his body was going to fly apart. 
 
    And then, and then.... 
 
    He felt normal.  
 
    Audrey sensed it too and released him. "How do you feel now?" 
 
    Taylor started to breathe more easily. "Fine... I guess. What happened to me?" 
 
    "Nothing," said Audrey. "It was probably just a little indigestion from dinner." 
 
    He had more questions, but Audrey hugged and kissed him. "Rest now, Michael, rest. You'll need your strength for tomorrow." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    When Taylor woke up the next morning, Audrey was gone. She must have returned to her own tent at some point in the night, to help him save face with the crew. Taylor appreciated that. 
 
    They had a brief meal before resuming their trek. "How are you… coping…  Michael?" Doctor McCrae asked him. 
 
    "Better, I think," said Taylor. 
 
    "We all felt her loss, Michael," said McCrae. 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. Only now he didn't feel anything. Anything at all. It was as if a thin plastic film covered him from head to toe, insulating him from all feeling. The environment had changed too. The mountainous side of the cube now generated weird halos and unusual partial rainbows. His vision, which had been clear, was now a bit blurry. 
 
    "What are those?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "What are what?"  
 
    Taylor pointed to one of the partial rainbows. 
 
    "You mean that hill?" 
 
    McCrae obviously didn't see them. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They got started shortly after breakfast. Audrey walked with him, smiling and exchanging small talk. But Taylor sensed something else, something behind the smiles. Audrey seemed worried about something. What it was that worried her he couldn't tell, but she was definitely uneasy. Something had happened that shouldn't have happened, or something didn't happen that should have. But Taylor couldn't sense what that was, or even how he knew it was true. 
 
    Alex Stone walked next to him for a while. "Captain, I never talked with you about Jennifer." 
 
    Taylor gave him a warning glance. Alex Stone was the last person he wanted to talk with about Jennifer.  
 
    "She was an incredible woman, Captain," he said. 
 
    "Yes, she was," Taylor agreed, in a cool tone. 
 
    "I... I know you and her had ups and downs... but I know she cared for you deeply," said Alex. 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor, nodding slightly.  
 
    "Can I ask you a personal question?" 
 
    Taylor gave him a hard stare."All right." 
 
    "Do you love her more now that she's gone?" 
 
    Taylor looked at the expectant face of Alex Stone to his left, and the equally expectant face of Audrey Spaulding on his right. 
 
    Why is he asking me this? 
 
    "I'd rather not talk about Jennifer right now," he said quietly. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The fifth corner wasn't the right one. Neither was the sixth. 
 
    "I'm telling you, Captain, it's going to be the last one. It always is," said Doctor McCrae. 
 
    "There are two more corners, Doctor McCrae," said Tammad. "There is a fifty percent chance that it will be the next one." 
 
    "In a pig's eye," said McCrae. 
 
    Doctor McCrae was right. When they reached the seventh peak, and Tammad twisted the top, nothing happened. 
 
    So they walked to the last peak. As they walked, Taylor felt a change in his body. He blinked. His vision, which had been blurry since this morning, started to clear. 
 
    And he was seeing different things. He looked at Tammad, and saw a glowing yellow halo around him. He looked at Tammad's men, and saw the same thing. He looked at Doctor McCrae, and saw nothing unusual. He looked at Ensign Torrence, and he looked normal too. 
 
    Then he looked at Alex Stone, and saw the same glowing yellow halo.  
 
    "Is something wrong, Michael?" Audrey asked. 
 
    Taylor looked at her concerned face, framed by the yellow halo, and shook his head. "No, nothing is wrong. Nothing at all." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    When they reached the last corner, they had their final battle with the United. One more time Taylor heard them screech "Show us your love!" in his head, before they were blown to pieces. 
 
    Tammad went to the peak. He reached down to the corner of the cube and tried to twist it. Nothing happened. 
 
    "Don't tell me," said Doctor McCrae. 
 
    Tammad reached down and tried to twist it again. It didn't move. 
 
    "Please don't tell me." 
 
    Tammad looked embarrassed. "Perhaps... perhaps I should have twisted one of the other corners harder." 
 
    "Are you telling me after walking through all fifty sides of this cube, that we have to back and start all over again because you have weak arm muscles?" said McCrae. 
 
    Tammad bent down to try it again. He twisted and turned.... 
 
    "Doctor McCrae, the cube only has six sides, not fifty," said Mandar. 
 
    "I don't care if it has a 125! We're not going to start all over again, are we? Michael, tell them-" 
 
    Suddenly, they felt the ground shake underneath them. They fell to their knees. The ground... it was moving. It felt like it was moving upwards. 
 
    The side of the cube they were on lifted upwards, like the lid of a box, coming up to a 45 degree angle above where it was before. The side started to retract, and, seeing their danger, the crew rapidly ran to the edge, ready to flee to another surface if their side disappeared entirely. 
 
    It almost did. It retracted almost completely, stopping a hundred feet before the edge. When it stopped. They looked down, and saw a gleaming shiny mass, deep inside the cube. 
 
    "Kratonium," said Tammad simply. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "So it was like opening a box? A giant box?" 
 
    "Yes, Victor," said Taylor, sitting back in his chair in his command office on the Judicator. "We called the shuttle and had them take us in. We have all the elements we need now." 
 
    "So now we take out their main base?" Victor asked. 
 
    "We can try," said Taylor. He punched up a holographic map. "This, I'm told, is Corta." 
 
    Corta was a ruined world. 
 
    It was an artificially created planetoid, a big one, nearly 4000 miles in diameter, placed into orbit between the Earth and Mars. At one time, millions of people lived there. 
 
    No longer. 
 
    The United had cracked it open. 
 
    A third of the planet was missing. It was as if someone had sliced out a third of a ball, with a very jagged knife. They could see now to the very core of the planet, which had a fiery liquid core, at least 12,000 degrees  hot. The flaming core was framed by the jagged rocks of miles of the interior of the earth. One of the edges that had been ripped out of the planet abutted a large ocean. Ocean water spilled down into the crack, drawn towards the center of the planet. When it came into contact with the molten steel, it created enormous heads of superhot steam. 
 
    "Incredible," said Victor, watching the holo of the planet with a giant piece of it ripped open, and the ocean draining into the center of the planet. "How did it happen?" 
 
    "Tammad said the United did it." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "We don't know," said Taylor. "But their base is inside one edge of the crack, about a third of the way in, about 1200 miles towards the center of the planet." 
 
    "Why would someone build a base a third of the way inside the core of a ripped up planet?" 
 
    "Again, we don't know," said Taylor. "All we do know is that we now have the elements to pierce their defensive shield. It's like a door code. The presence of the elements will let us pass. According to Tammad." 
 
    "According to Tammad," Victor repeated. He said nothing for a long moment. "We haven't talked about Jennifer." 
 
    "There's nothing to say," said Taylor, getting up from his chair abruptly. He looked out the window behind his desk. 
 
    "I think there's a lot to say," said Victor. "She was beloved by the crew, Michael. You didn't have the monopoly on that." 
 
    "I know," said Taylor, staring at the stars. 
 
    "She was smart, she was excellent, and she was one of the Survey Service's finest." 
 
    "The very finest," said Taylor. 
 
    Victor looked at him. "Are you sure you're all right, Michael?" 
 
    Taylor looked at his friend for a long moment. "I'm fine, Victor," he said finally. 
 
    "So what are we going to do about this?" said Victor, indicating the holo of Corta. 
 
    "We're going to do what we came here to do. We're going to go in and shut down the time corridor device," said Taylor. "Our scanners have pinpointed a large monolith, nearly a hundred feet tall, which Tammad says control it. We will destroy it or shut it down." 
 
    "So we're going to go along with Tammad's plan?" 
 
    "To the letter," said Taylor.  
 
    Victor gave him a skeptical look. 
 
    And then finally, Taylor gave a small smile. "At least, that's what we want Tammad to think." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The Judicator docked with the Devonshire. 
 
    "Captain, good to see you," said Bill Carey, shaking his hand.  
 
    "Same thing here, Bill," said Taylor. Bill Carey had been a loyal and reliable officer, who obeyed Taylor's commands without question. He felt justified giving him command of the Devonshire. 
 
    Carey looked at all the personnel moving back and forth between the Devonshire and the Judicator. "What is this all about sir? Why did we dock? You could have come over by shuttle." 
 
    "I needed to move a few things around. And I didn't want to talk to you over open spacewaves," said Taylor. "Here are a few things I want you to do...." 
 
    Bill Carey looked surprised when Taylor explained what he wanted. "Are you really sure, sir?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. "That's the way that I want it. I will take the Devonshire in. You will assume command of the Judicator, and follow my instructions to the letter." 
 
    "But sir-" 
 
    "To the letter, Mr. Carey." 
 
    "All right," said Carey. "Sir... it's been an honor serving with you." 
 
    "And you," said Taylor, with a tight smile.  
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    In less than an hour it was done. Taylor went to the bridge of the Devonshire. There was no one else there. He was hailed by the Judicator. 
 
    "Yes, Bill?" 
 
    "Sir, Alex Stone and Captain Audrey Spaulding are demanding to know why we have thrown them into detention." 
 
    "Are they?" Taylor smiled. 
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    "Tell them the answer should be self-evident." 
 
    "Sir?" 
 
    "It doesn't matter." 
 
    "Sir, we're also being hailed by Tammad, from his space bubble." 
 
    "Send him a message telling him to proceed." 
 
    "That's all, sir?" 
 
    "That's all." 
 
    "Yes sir. Goodbye, Captain Taylor." 
 
    "Goodbye, Captain Carey." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth came onto the bridge of the Judicator, and saw Bill Carey sitting in the Captain's chair. "What's happening, Bill?" she asked. "Where's Michael?" 
 
    "Things are a little busy right now, Elizabeth," he said.  
 
    "Captain, the ordinance and personnel transfers have been completed," Suki Tanaka reported. "The Devonshire is undocking." 
 
    "Very good," said Carey. 
 
    "Personnel transfers?" 
 
    "The entire crew of the Devonshire has been brought aboard the Judicator," said Carey.  
 
    "Then... who's flying that?" said Elizabeth, pointing to the image of the Devonshire on the viewscreen. 
 
    "Captain Taylor," said Bill Carey. "Suki, lay in a course to follow the Devonshire." 
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    "Bill, what's going on?" Elizabeth asked again. 
 
    Bill didn't answer. 
 
    Elizabeth looked at Victor. Victor looked away. She looked at Suki instead. "Suki, what's happening?" Elizabeth asked. 
 
    "I don't know," said Suki. "We were ordered to take on personnel from the Devonshire, and to transfer some ordinance from the Judicator's stores." 
 
    "Ordinance?" 
 
    A look of surprise slowly dawned on Suki's face. "No...." She looked at Bill Carey. "He wouldn't. He couldn't." 
 
    Bill Carey didn't answer. 
 
    "What, Suki?" 
 
    "The nova bombs," said Suki. "We have four on board. The Devonshire has two. He must have taken the ones from the Judicator." 
 
    Elizabeth looked from Suki, to Bill Carey, to Victor, to the viewscreen. "No!" she cried. "Bill! You can't let this happen!" 
 
   
  
 

 "It's the Captain's order," said Carey. 
 
    "I don't care about that! You have to stop him!" 
 
    "Elizabeth, this has to be done," said Victor. 
 
    She turned on Victor. "You knew? And you didn't tell me?" said Elizabeth. 
 
    "I thought you might react, well… just like this," said Victor. 
 
    "No!' she cried. "Bill stop him! Lieutenant Bill Carey! I hold the rank of a full commander in the Survey Service Reserves! I order you to stop that ship!" 
 
    "You should leave the bridge now, Doctor Shaw," said Carey. 
 
    "I order you!" Elizabeth yelled, hysteria creeping into her voice. "I'm a commander! I'm a commander! I order you! I... order you!" Her voice started to break down in sobs. Victor held her gently, and started to propel her to the lift.  
 
    After they left, Suki turned to Bill Carey. "Was there really no other option?" 
 
    "The Captain is doing what he has to. What any Survey Service Captain would," said Bill Carey. "Follow the Devonshire at a distance of five miles, until I give you my mark." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Twenty space bubbles carrying Tammad and the members of his expeditions speedily headed towards Corta. There was a minute flash as they approached the energy screen around the planet and it deactivated, sputtering out and becoming visible for only a moment. And then the bubbles were through, followed by the Devonshire.  
 
    The Judicator, which had been following closely, veered off at the last minute, and headed back into space. 
 
    Tammad hailed the Devonshire. Taylor opened a channel, audio only. 
 
    "Captain Taylor... is there something wrong with your visual communications?" came Tammad's voice. 
 
    "Not that I know of," said Taylor.  
 
    "Captain Taylor, why has the Judicator moved off?" 
 
    "They're going to support us from high orbit," said Taylor. 
 
    "The shield is down, but if we're unsuccessful, it could be raised at any time." 
 
    "Then let us hope we are successful, Tammad. Please continue with the plan." 
 
    "Very well," said Tammad, clearly unhappy. 
 
    The bubbles moved down into the giant opening in the planet, into the third of the planet that had been ripped apart. The Devonshire followed. 
 
    The molten solid core of the planet loomed ahead. The glare of it was almost blinding The bubbles zoomed in on the rocky inner core of the planet, nearly 1200 miles inwards, to the United base. As they got closer, Taylor saw a number of buildings, as well as a large monolith. He resisted the urge to train his pulse cannons on it and blast it to pieces. They would be expecting that. It would be better to stick with the original plan. 
 
    The bubbles touched down, and for five whole minutes, Taylor heard nothing. And then Tammad hailed him, and Taylor opened a channel, audio only. 
 
    "Captain, they have conceded," said Tammad. "I gave them your ultimatum. I told them your ship would lay waste  to their base unless they surrender... and they have. It is safe to come down now." 
 
    "Very good," said Taylor. "I'm coming down in a shuttle." 
 
    Taylor walked through the empty corridors of the Devonshire. 
 
    Jennifer, the walls seemed to yell out at him. This was the last ship they had served on together. This is where everything happened. Where everything fell apart. 
 
    He felt incredibly alone as his footfalls echoed through the empty ship. He entered the large, empty hanger bay, empty except for himself. He entered a shuttle, took the pilot's seat, and blasted off, after first making sure he had The Device. 
 
    As Taylor piloted the shuttle down to the United base, it wasn't Jennifer he was thinking of. 
 
    It was Pam. He should have resigned his commission. He should have stayed on Earth. They would both be together. They would both be happy with each other. 
 
    But instead he was about to die, 500,00,000 years in the future, and the worst thing about it is that he would never see Pam again. 
 
    He landed the shuttle on a landing pad near the base. As he got out, he saw beings waiting for him. Tammad was there with his men. They had rifles pointed at a number of United. Taylor resisted the urge to laugh. 
 
    Taylor looked at The Device in his hand and took a deep breath. Then he squeezed it. Still squeezing it, he walked towards them. 
 
    It was an amazing sight. The United base was bathed in the warm, yellow glow from the molten hot core of Corta, as if it were a brilliant sunset. Behind Taylor, an ocean of water continually dropped into the open core, creating massive clouds of steam which shot upwards. 
 
    Taylor walked forward, holding The Device tightly. He saw Tammad and his men, standing next to several United, as well as… something that defied definition. 
 
    Tammad had told him that the United could merge their bodies into one, large being, but Taylor had never seen it. Now he did. It was like a large pool of flesh, ringed with flailing tentacles which shot up into the air. He heard hissing sounds from it, and he could see a psychic yellow glow coming from all around it, not unlike the glow around Tammad and his men. 
 
    Tammad welcomed him. "Congratulations, Captain. You've done it. Your mission is a success. How do you feel?" 
 
    How do I feel? 
 
    "I feel wonderful," said Taylor. "Thank you so much for asking! Now, I want you to shut down that device," he said, pointing at the monolith, "and I want to see that thing disappear," he said, pointing to the Black Box, which was visible to the naked eye. 
 
    "I'll ask them to-" 
 
    "No, you can do it," said Taylor. 
 
    "Captain, I don't know how to operate that device." 
 
    "I think you do," said Taylor. "I think you do, because you work for them. You work for the United." 
 
    "Why do you think that?" Tammad asked. 
 
    He didn't even try to deny it. 
 
    "Must we really play this game?" Taylor sighed. "At first, I thought you were merely a competing race of aliens, with your own agenda, and you were using us to overthrow the United so you could take over." 
 
    "But then something happened to me. Something I can't explain. You might say that I began to see you in a different light. Specifically, when I look at you, Tammad, and your men, I see yellow halos around each of you." 
 
    "That's because you were given the isotope, Captain Taylor," Tammad said calmly. 
 
    Taylor's heart started beating rapidly. He had suspected something like that. "Then why didn't I turned into a squid? Or get melted into mush?" 
 
    "You were given a very low dose, to insure your safety. Too low a dose, as it turned out," said Tammad.  
 
    "Who are you? What are you? Why are you working for the United?" Taylor demanded, his hand holding the Device tightly. 
 
    Tammad said, "You are mistaken, Captain Taylor. We do not work for the United. We are the United." And suddenly Tammad and his men shimmered, and turned into large, one eyed squids. 
 
    Taylor took a step back. He hadn't quite expected that. "And that's it? You're all United? Have you managed to completely wipe out humanity?" 
 
    "Not at all," said the voice of Tammad, now sounding clearly in his head. "Look around you, Captain Taylor." 
 
    Taylor looked at the squids, and at the large meat pie of the United, and slowly shook his head. "No... no... it can't be. You are aliens! You told me the United were aliens!" 
 
    "No, Captain Taylor. The United is humanity." 
 
    Taylor felt a shudder go through his body. He momentarily lost his grip on the Device before he tightened it again. "How... how can that be?" 
 
    "I can see from your mind that your last visit was to the year 22,000,000, some 480,000,000 years ago. Is that correct?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. 
 
    "At that point in time the human mind had progressed intellectually, as you saw. But the human body itself had not changed nearly as much. What I told you was true, Captain Taylor, to a certain point. The United have evolved so that every cell in their body is self-aware, and mutable. Your brain is a collection of neurons which are only self together operating as a group. Our brain cells are self aware on an individual level. When we combine our neurons within our individual brains, our sense of awareness increases ten fold. When we combine our individual bodies within the mass you see here, our awareness increases a hundredfold." 
 
    "How so very wonderful for you," said Taylor, his voice dripping with sarcasm. 
 
    "It is wonderful, Captain Taylor, if only you could  understand it, if only you could screan it, and see what we have learned from the galaxy, and the nature of existence." 
 
    "It all sounds so wonderful. Really, it does," said Taylor, still holding the Device tightly. "Now, what does this have to do with the Black Box that's threatening Earth in my time?" 
 
    "The Black Box, as you call it, is not threatening your Earth. It never was." 
 
    "What about the shockwaves coming out of it?" 
 
    "A mere cosmic poke, a nudge, to enhance your natural curiosity and encourage you to visit us," said Tammad.  
 
    "Those shockwaves were getting pretty strong when I left." 
 
    "And that was the strongest they got. After you left, they gradually reduced in strength, and within a few weeks, they ceased altogether, and the time tunnel closed. When we saw no other ships were coming through, we didn't see any need to maintain it. We tried to return your Exeter, in the hopes of encouraging more visitors, but yours was the only ship to come after them." 
 
    "Are you saying you believed sending back an empty ship filled with liquefied bodies would make us want to send even more ships?" said Taylor. 
 
    "Well, you came after them, didn't you?" 
 
    "True," said Taylor. This was a lot to absorb. He quickly looked up at the sky. "You say you closed the time tunnel. But... the time tunnel exists here, and now. I see it." 
 
    "Yes, but it no longer exists in your time." 
 
    Taylor wondered if Tammad was telling the truth. 
 
    Tammad could read the doubt in Taylor's mind. "After all, we couldn't wipe out the race which created us. That would cause us some difficulties, temporally speaking, for us, wouldn't it?" 
 
    Suddenly Taylor realized Tammad might be telling the truth. If these creatures really were descended from humanity, they would have every incentive not to destroy Earth in the past. If they were telling the truth about their origins. 
 
    Taylor scratched his head with his free hand not holding the Device. "So why is it that you perfect beings want visitors from the past? And why did you murder four members of my crew?" 
 
    "We did not murder them, Captain Taylor. We simply gave them the isotope." 
 
    "Why? Why would you want to turn them into a liquid puddle?" 
 
    "We did not desire that outcome, Captain Taylor. The isotope is extremely unpredictable. It only works on 17% of subjects when administered dermally. It has a very high failure rate." 
 
    "But... I didn't turn into a pile of liquid." 
 
    "You were given a lower dose. We have also found that the isotope has better results when given internally." 
 
    Internally. 
 
    Taylor flushed, as he suddenly realized what happened to Jennifer, what Alex Stone must have done to her. 
 
    "Yes. We did to Jennifer exactly what we did to you." 
 
    "So... have I become one of you now?" said Taylor. Could he turn into a squid at any moment? The thought terrified him. 
 
    "No. Yours was an unexpected result, one we have never seen before. Previously when low doses of the isotope have been administered internally, the subject either liquefies, does not react at all, or transforms into one of the United. The experiment we conducted on you gave us a result not readily applicable to any of these categories. You seem to have latent screaning abilities, and yet your genetic pattern appears basically unchanged." 
 
    "So... what is this all about? Why are we here?" 
 
    "That was the most important question you could ask, and yet, it has taken you nearly thirty of your minutes to arrive on it," said Tammad, in his mind. 
 
    "Sorry, I'm not as perfect as you," said Taylor sarcastically. 
 
    "We are perfect, Captain Taylor, and therein lies the problem. As the cells in our bodies evolved, and became self-aware, we shed from our DNA that which we felt held us back. We reached a standard of perfection which you see before you. But in doing so we lost something. We achieved a remarkable homogeneity in our cell structure. One of the United is very much like the next and the next and the next after him. We have a remarkable ability to screan the wonders of the galaxy, but we have lost... we have lost purpose." 
 
    "What?" said Taylor, not believing what he was hearing. 
 
    "Our existence has no purpose." 
 
    "Great. Go and do the universe a big favor and kill yourselves," said Taylor. 
 
    "You are angry over what happened to your crew, and especially the one called Jennifer Hale. We understand that. Unfortunately, we do not feel the urge to kill ourselves." 
 
    "How very unfortunate," said Taylor. 
 
    "Captain Taylor, We do not feel the urge to do anything at all. Hence our problem," said Tammad, in Taylor's mind. "We have shed everything that made us imperfect, but in doing so, have lost purpose. That is why we have brought you here, to regain purpose." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "We told you that the United wanted humans to entertain us. That was a lie. We have brought you here so we may study you. You have a purpose, many purposes. You also call them emotions. You feel anger, fear, love, greed, hunger. We wish to understand these motivations, without reverting entirely back to our animal predecessors. There are two ways you can help with this. The first is as Encouragers." 
 
    "Encouragers?" 
 
    "Those who, by example, try to teach us about motivations," said Tammad. "This is not usually very helpful. For a time, we studied 22 members of the crew of the Exeter as Encouragers, but did not learn much of value." 
 
    "And the rest of the crew... what did you do to them?" 
 
    "We gave them the isotope, of course; which we eventually gave to the entire crew." 
 
    "What happened to them?" 
 
    "Eighty seven percent did not survive." 
 
    "And the other thirteen percent?" 
 
    Tammad waved his arms. "To my left is Engineering second officer Miles Henry. To his left is sensor officer Michelle Garcia." 
 
    "No," said Taylor. 
 
    "They were turned into hybrids. They joined with us, and we sampled some of their modified DNA. That has allowed us to at least understand some of your emotions. It has also allowed us to simulate the ones you knew. The one you knew as Captain Audrey Spaulding was actually Lieutenant Romana Martin of the Exeter." 
 
    "No," said Taylor. 
 
    "Colonel Alex Stone was actually Lieutenant Commander Gary Culverson of the Exeter." 
 
    "No... Survey Service officers would not participate in this," said Taylor.  
 
    "They are no longer Survey Service officers. They are United," said Tammad. "But we quickly went through their numbers. We needed more. We thought to go back and time and take people ourselves, but feared the impact on the timeline. If we are seen; if people understand what we are, if one of us are captured, we could have a ruinous effect on the evolution of mankind. But fortunately, we don't have to take that risk, not yet. Because we have you, and your crew." 
 
    "Then... why did you make us jump through all these hoops, going from planetoid to planetoid to collect elements? Why not just bring us here immediately?" 
 
    "We were observing you. We wanted to know which of your crew had the greatest potential. We gave Ensign Clay Raleigh the isotope because he demonstrated a passion for greed. We gave Doctor Bruce Anderson the isotope because he had a passion for science. Lieutenant Babangida demonstrated warlike aggression, so he got the isotope as well. And we gave Lieutenant Jennifer Hale the isotope because she showed a passion for love. Not the love of you, Captain, but love, nonetheless." 
 
    "And me? Why did you give me the isotope?" 
 
    "Your passion is perhaps strongest of all: to be brave in the face of danger, in the finest tradition of your Survey Service." 
 
    Taylor felt a surge of pride. He didn't know if Tammad was being sarcastic, but he suspected that Tammad wasn't capable of it. 
 
    "And now we have you, and your crew," said Tammad. 
 
    "Well, I got some bad news for you, Tammad old boy. You don't have my crew, and you don't exactly have me," said Taylor. He pointed up to the Devonshire, which was hovering above the base. "Do you see that? There's no crew in it. They're all safely on the Judicator, in high orbit." 
 
    He looked at Tammad for a reaction, but what kind of reaction could a squid with no face actually show?  The giant eye blinked. Once.  
 
    "But the Devonshire isn't exactly empty. It has six nova bombs on it. And do you see this device in my hand? It's the activator. If I release my grip on it, the bombs go off." 
 
    Taylor waited for a long moment. There was no response. He wondered if the United were conferring. He wondered if they were trying to stop the bombs. 
 
    "What do you want?" Tammad said finally. 
 
    "Get your people off of Corta. Evacuate this base. Then we're going to blow it, and this monolith, to pieces." 
 
    "I have already told you that the Black Box has been deactivated in your time." 
 
    "Yes, I'm sorry, but I don't believe you," said Taylor. "You see, after the first set of lies, it's a little hard for me to believe the second set." 
 
    "We have no reason to lie to you." 
 
    "You have every reason to lie to me." 
 
    "Then go ahead." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Go ahead. Detonate your bombs." 
 
    Taylor paused. Did they think he was bluffing? 
 
    "You are referring to these, correct?" 
 
    Suddenly, in a flash, he saw six nova bombs, materializing besides him.  
 
    "Y-yes," said Taylor, staring at the big, ominous dark round bombs. 
 
    "Then do it." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Detonate them," said Tammad, in Taylor's head. 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    Taylor paused, licking his lips. "You think I'm not serious? You think I won't actually do it?" 
 
    "Well, you've talked a lot about doing it... but you haven't actually done it." 
 
    "All right," said Taylor. "I will." He licked his lips. He had been preparing himself for this moment. 
 
    And yet, not like this. He had always envisioned releasing the trigger while the United were attacking him, rushing him, leaving him no choice but to let the trigger go. 
 
    But to do it this way... to do it this way was harder. Much harder. Taylor's heart beat rapidly. He felt the giant squid eyes all on him. He bit his lip. He had to do this, to save Earth. To save humanity. 
 
    To save Pam. 
 
    Closing his eyes, and gritting his teeth, he released the trigger, and- 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Taylor opened his eyes. He looked at the nova bombs. 
 
    They were now black dust scattered on the ground. 
 
    "He really was going to do it," came Tammad's voice, inside his head. "Did you feel it? Did you feel his emotion?" 
 
    "Yes!" said another voice excitedly. "At that moment he had purpose. A purpose so strong that he would willingly extinguish himself to accomplish it!" 
 
    There was a babble of voices inside his head. 
 
    "Stop!" Taylor cried. 
 
    Blissful silence. 
 
    "All right. You've neutralized the bombs. Why don't we call this a tie? Let me return to my ship. We will go back to our Earth, in our time. What do you say?" 
 
    "We say no, Captain Taylor," said Tammad. 
 
    There was a sudden flash, and the crew of the Judicator suddenly appeared, all around him. 
 
    "How... how did you do that?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "You had a fairly good grasp of the situation, Captain Taylor. For a primitive, of course. But you have absolutely no grasp of what we are capable of doing," said Tammad. And then there was another flash, and Taylor found himself somewhere completely different. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "And here we are again," said Victor. 
 
    "Not funny, Victor," said Taylor. They were in a large, circular chamber reminiscent of the room where they had been experimented on by the Ascended. And now the same thing was going to happen to them, only 492,000,000 years later. 
 
    "It was a good try, Michael," said Victor, putting a hand on his shoulder. "But we were simply outclassed by superior technology. We never stood a chance." 
 
    "Victor, there's always a chance," said Taylor, practically reciting the Survey Service mantra. 
 
    There was a flash of light, and Colonel Alex Stone appeared in front of them, flanked by two of the United. 
 
    "Captain Taylor, we meet again," said Stone. "It wasn't nice of you to leave me locked in crew quarters on the Judicator." 
 
    "I hope I didn't hurt your feelings," said Taylor. 
 
    "That's why you're here, Captain Taylor," said Stone. He walked up to Taylor, and looked at him with blank eyes. "I have no feelings. No feelings of any kind." 
 
    "How sad for you," said Taylor. He glared at him. This was the man who had killed Jennifer. The man who had seduced her away from him- 
 
    "Sadness. An interesting choice of words," said Stone. "But sadness is not the motivator I have been sent to study." 
 
    "And what would that be?"  
 
    "Pain, Captain Taylor." He smiled as he saw Taylor flinch. "I have chosen to study the infliction of pain on others." 
 
    "Why would you do that?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "We have found that is a powerful motivator in your society," said Stone. "My initial studies will require two volunteers." 
 
    "No one's volunteering," said Taylor coldly. 
 
    Stone looked at the crew with inhuman eyes. Each crewman shuddered as they felt his gaze fall among them. But then his head stopped twice. 
 
    "We have selected Ensign Gary Torrence, and Crewman Rudy Garrett." 
 
    "No!" said Taylor. 
 
    There was a flash of light, and Stone and the United disappeared. So did Torrence and Garrett.  
 
    "No!" Taylor cried. "Bring them back! Bring them back now!" He spun around the room. 
 
    "You seem upset," said a familiar voice. 
 
    Taylor turned around and saw Jennifer Hale. She gave him an inhuman smile. "It's good to see you again, Michael." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Gary Torrence and Rudy Garrett were in a room full of United. Alex Stone stood in front of them. "Thank you for coming. We are here to study the concept of giving pain." 
 
    "It's called sadism," said Ensign Torrence. 
 
    "Yes... sadism," said Stone. "We have observed that sadism is a very powerful motivator in your society." 
 
    "What are you talking about?" 
 
    "Your society glorifies the hurting and killing of others." Suddenly the images from a hundred holodramas appeared all around them, scenes of shooting and killing and fighting and beating. 
 
    "That's different," said Torrence. "That's fiction. It's not real." 
 
    "And yet it does have appeal to you," said Stone.  
 
    "No, it doesn't," said Torrence 
 
    "Doesn't it?" 
 
    Suddenly they saw a scene from the cube planetoid, where Torrence was fighting the United. "Die, squids!" he shouted as he blasted one to pieces. Another scene showed Garrett blasting a squid of his own, and then laughing hysterically. 
 
    "Is that what this is about? Revenge for the death of your comrades?" said Torrence. 
 
    "No," said Alex Stone. "We do not feel anger at their deaths. We do not feel anything. We want to know what it feels like. What it feels like to inflict pain." 
 
    "And now we will begin." 
 
    No words had ever instilled greater fear in Gary Torrence's heart. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "It is good to see you again, Michael." 
 
    "Jennifer?" said Taylor. "But... you're dead. You were vaporized." 
 
    "No," said Jennifer, shaking her head. "As I completed my transformation, I instinctively transported to a different place." 
 
    "Your... transformation?" She looked like Jennifer Hale. She had the same body, and the same face. But clearly, she was something else. 
 
    "The isotope worked well on Jennifer Hale," said Jennifer. "Her DNA was transformed. She became one of us. We acquired her loving feelings. I have disseminated them to the United. We find them fascinating." 
 
    "That's great," said Taylor. "Is there anything left of Jennifer, my Jennifer?" 
 
    "Your Jennifer?" Jennifer gave a grin. "I can see we chose wisely." She ran a hand across Taylor's chest. "It is a pity the isotope did not work on you. We would have made an interesting... combination." She looked up at him with dark eyes, and smiled as she saw the horror in his eyes. 
 
    "In any event, I am here to further study the concept of physical love." 
 
    "Physical love?" 
 
    "Yes," said Jennifer, smiling even broadly. "It is not only a powerful emotion, but one of the most powerful motivators of your species. We seek to understand all its aspects." 
 
    "No," said Taylor. 
 
    "Yes," said Jennifer. "Ensign Ryan Moore, step forward."  
 
    Ensign Moore stepped forward, with uncertainty on his face. "Me?" he said. 
 
    "Yes, you," Jennifer smiled. "You will now make love to me, and show me what feelings it engenders." 
 
    "No," said Moore, his face frowning as if it were a bad joke. 
 
    "You will make love to me, or I will give you the isotope," said Jennifer. "I must warn you, when the isotope is given dermally, it has an 83% failure rate." 
 
    "Failure rate?" said Moore. 
 
    "The bodies, Ensign. The ones that turned to liquid," said Taylor. He turned to Jennifer. "You can't expect him to do this." 
 
    Jennifer’s face was one of cold determination. "I can, and I do. There is also a further requirement. You must impress us with your psychological and physical climax. If you fail, we will give you the isotope." 
 
    "Captain?" said Moore. 
 
    "He won't do it, Jennifer," said Taylor. "None of us will." 
 
    "Then I will now give him the isotope," said Jennifer, stepping forward and raising a hand. 
 
    "No, wait!" said Moore. "I'll... I'll try." 
 
    "Moore!" said Taylor sharply. 
 
    "At least this way I have a chance," said Moore. 
 
    Suddenly, a bed appeared in the center of the round chamber, covered by bright spotlights in the ceiling. 
 
    "Very well," said Jennifer. "You may begin by undressing." 
 
    "Here?" said Moore, aware of the crew's eyes on him. He looked into Jennifer's. They were as hard as stone. 
 
    "Now, Ensign." 
 
    Moore started to lift his shift, as he felt a chill go down his spine.  
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Gary Torrence heard a scream. At first, he thought it was Rudy Garrett's, but then he realized it was his own. 
 
    They had been tortured, for what seemed to be a long period of time. Alex Stone didn't move a muscle, but he seemed to be able to inflict pain on any part of Torrence's body that he wished to--his arms, his legs, his chest, his stomach, even his head. 
 
    Stone and the United watched dispassionately as Torrence and Garrett screamed in pain. 
 
    "I have given you both pain in different intensities and different parts of your bodies. And yet I do not feel anything. Can you explain why?" Alex asked politely. 
 
    Torrence shook his head, glad to have a few seconds reprieve. 
 
    "Perhaps it is something in the facial expression. In your holographic entertainment, there is often an emphasis on the face of the person receiving pain."  
 
    Torrence felt another surge of pain, and he yelled out again. Stone studied his face closely. "No, I do not feel anything. Do any of you?" he asked, turning to his fellow United. 
 
    Torrence heard the telepathic voice of one of the United. "Perhaps we would feel something if we killed one of them." 
 
    "An excellent idea," said Alex. "But which one?" 
 
    "Does it matter?" said the voice in their heads. 
 
    "No." Alex looked at Torrence, and then Rudy Garrett. Rudy Garrett screamed and slumped forward. 
 
    "He is dead," said Alex. "Did any of you feel motivated by that?" 
 
    Torrence heard a chorus of no's. 
 
    "I did not either." 
 
    "Perhaps because he was killed too quickly," said one of the United. "Revive him and try it again." 
 
    Alex looked at Rudy Garret, and Rudy Garrett suddenly started breathing again. He opened his eyes. "What...?" he said, in a daze. 
 
    And then he started screaming again, a long, shrill scream, which suddenly cut off after about thirty seconds. 
 
    "That was slower," said Alex. "But I did not feel anything." He turned to Ensign Torrence. "Please explain. What are we doing wrong?" 
 
    "You bastards! You fucking bastards!" Torrence screamed. 
 
    "Revive him and let us try again," said one of the United. 
 
    Alex looked at Rudy's body and frowned for a long moment. "I cannot." 
 
    "You were too rough with him," said the voice of one of the United. 
 
    "It is not my fault," said Alex. "The crew of the Exeter were of much sturdier construction. They could be killed an average of 5.5 times before death become irrevocable." 
 
    "But it was a small sample size," said the United. 
 
    "Yes, it was," said Alex. "We must do more studies to observe pain and killing in all its forms." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The crew of the Judicator watched in horror as Ensign Ryan Moore made love to Jennifer, or the creature that looked like Jennifer. 
 
    They were on the giant bed, in the middle of the big round chamber, a spotlight on them as Ensign Moore attempted to satisfy her. Jennifer looked totally bored as Moore worked feverishly on her. Jennifer looked around at the horrified faces of the crew as this went on. She caught Taylor's gaze. 
 
    "Does this remind you of anything, Michael?" she asked. "Of me and Obongo?" 
 
    Taylor shook his head. He vividly remembered when Jennifer and Obongo had been stimulated to make love to each other. This was nothing like that. Jennifer looked totally uninterested, and Ryan Moore seemed more desperate than aroused. 
 
    Moore gritted his teeth and finished, filling Jennifer, or the creature shaped like Jennifer, with his essence. 
 
    That finally got her attention, and she looked up at him with uninterest clearly in her cold eyes. "Pathetic," she said.  
 
    Moore looked down, and felt something entering his body. He pulled away from Jennifer, but it was too late. His body started to shake and shimmer. Steam started to come out of his skin. "Help!" he cried, as he started to melt. In moments, his body was a liquefied puddle at the base of the bed. 
 
    "Why did you do that?" Taylor cried. 
 
    "He was of no value to us," said Jennifer, sitting up. "His orgasmic potential was just 74% of the Exeter mean. Hardly exceptional, by any standard." 
 
    "So you just killed him?" 
 
    "We gave him the isotope. Had he survived, he would have become part of us," said Jennifer. She saw Taylor staring at her body. "Would you like to give it a try, Captain? I know you have always wanted to." 
 
    Taylor was saved from responding by the sudden reappearance of Ensign Torrence. He collapsed to the ground, crying out in pain. 
 
    "Torrence!" said Taylor, running over to him. "Where is Crewman Garrett?" 
 
    Torrence looked up at Taylor, and slowly shook his head. 
 
    Taylor turned his fury on Jennifer. "You bitch! I'll see you all die!" 
 
    And then, unexpectedly, Jennifer laughed. "Captain! I should have been the one to be tasked to study anger. You would have made a unique subject." And then, in a flash, she vanished. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "This is what they have in store for us, Victor. Death by isotope, or death by torture." 
 
    "Or conversion to the United, for the lucky ones, I suppose," said Victor.  
 
    "I'm not laughing, Victor," said Taylor. "We have to figure a way out of here." 
 
    "Well, last time, as I recall, I was the one who figured the way out," said Victor. 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. "You did. You convinced the Ascended that we were higher beings, not animals. Do you think you could do the same thing again?" 
 
    "Oh, I don't know, Michael. The Ascended only had an eight million year evolutionary advantage over us. The United have a 500,000,000 year advantage. That's more than just a little step up." 
 
    "We have to try, Victor," said Taylor. 
 
    "I agree," said Victor. He concentrated for a moment. Then he said. "Hm." 
 
    "What?" said Taylor. 
 
    "I don't know," said Victor. "So far, the United have examined the motivations of pain, and physical pleasure. What if we got them to examine some other motivations that are more benign?" 
 
    "Like what?" 
 
    "I have some ideas," said Victor. 
 
    And before Taylor could caution him, Victor stood up. "I want to speak to the United! I want to talk to a member of the United!" 
 
    A large squid appeared before him. "What do you wish to say?" it said, speaking in his head. 
 
    "That you're going about it the wrong way. There are important motivations you have not yet examined." 
 
    "What motivations?" 
 
    Victor felt the eyes of the crew on him. "Take me to a private place and we can talk about it." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "The love of science, yes," said voice of the giant squid, in his head. 
 
    Victor had been taken to a different chamber, just him and a single squid.  
 
    "We have heard of it," said the squid. "We gave Doctor Bruce Anderson the isotope, but his body was not able to accept it. Would you like the isotope, so you may share your relevant DNA on the subject?" 
 
    "No, no no no," said Victor, remembering what had happened to Bruce Anderson. He hadn't actually been there on the planetoid, but he had heard how Anderson's body had turned to liquid. "I just want to talk about it." 
 
    "Talk? said the squid. "You wish to be an Encourager?" 
 
    "An Encourager?" said Victor. "Yes, that's what I want, to encourage you." 
 
    "You may proceed." 
 
    Victor opened his mouth to speak, but the United's giant eye made him a little self-conscious. It was so big, and just staring at him! 
 
    "What is wrong?" 
 
    "Take no offense, but your appearance... it's a little... distracting...." 
 
    "Would this appearance suit you better?" 
 
    And suddenly, Victor was looking at Elizabeth. Not the same Elizabeth he had just left in the main detention area, but a United who looked just like her, down to the bun on top of her head. 
 
    "Yes, that will do nicely, I think," said Victor. 
 
    "Then proceed," said Elizabeth. 
 
    Victor took a deep breath, trying to ignore the pressure he felt, and thought rapidly how to begin. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "What you say is very interesting on a theoretical basis, Professor Victor Berman," said Elizabeth. "That by learning progressively more about the nature of reality around us, through science, that we will experience pleasure, and motivations." 
 
    "Yes, that's it exactly," said Victor. 
 
    "Unfortunately, that does not apply to the United," said Elizabeth. She stared at him with blank eyes. 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "We already know everything there is to know about the universe. We have not just researched it, we have screaned it." 
 
    "That word, screaned...." 
 
    "It means... there is no proper translation in your language. In a very general sense, it means an understanding." 
 
    "An understanding of what?" 
 
    "Of everything. How every molecule in the galaxy functions," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "And you know all this?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "You know the answer to every question in physics?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Chemistry." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Biology." 
 
    "Yes," said Elizabeth, "As well as hundreds of other scientific fields you do not even know to name, because you cannot screan them." 
 
    "But there is always more to learn," said Victor. 
 
    "That is a perspective of an animal race that is half a billion evolutionary years behind us," said Elizabeth. "We have learned all there is to learn." 
 
    "Are you quite sure of that?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor watched as two more crewmembers, Haskil and Ramirez, were taken away for further studies of "the infliction of pain". Ramirez was screaming for help as he was transported, but Taylor was powerless to assist him.  
 
    And then, right after they disappeared, Jennifer reappeared. "We are ready to conduct additional studies on the nature of physical love." 
 
    "Well, we are not," said Doctor McCrae. 
 
    Jennifer went over to him. His eyebrows lifted as she caressed him. "Doctor William McCrae. You are on our list. But not at the top. Not yet." She turned. "We have selected Crewman Dennis Gannon." 
 
    "No... no, not me," said Crewman Gannon. He found himself floating, carried by an invisible force, until he was standing before Jennifer. One by one his articles of clothing disappeared. A moment later, Jennifer was nude as well, completely expressionless as she aimed her large ripe melons at Gannon.  
 
    "You will make love to me, Crewman Dennis Gannon. You will show me what it means to feel intense lust for a female of your species." 
 
    Gannon started shaking as he saw Jennifer standing there so resolute, so grim. He felt the eyes of the crew on him. 
 
    "You will begin now, or I will give you the isotope." 
 
    Gannon, biting his lip. His body trembling, he leaned forward and kissed Jennifer. Taylor saw her eyes shining, as she seemed to stare at Taylor every step of the way even as Gannon used Jennifer's body to get himself excited. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    "Aaaah!" Gannon cried as things reached an end.. It had taken him some time to work himself up into the mood. Jennifer had a beautiful body, but her face was made of stone. Gannon found he could only get to the place in his mind where he needed to go after he closed his eyes, and stopped thinking about the alien thing he was mating with.  
 
    The crew of the Judicator had watched in silence as he worked on Jennifer furiously. The light of the molten core of Corta made their bodies look orange-yellow. They had watched as Gannon's yellow buttocks pumped in and out of Jennifer. All the while, she was looking to the side, at Taylor. 
 
    And smiling. 
 
    After Gannon finished, there was silence. He opened his eyes, and saw Jennifer staring into them. She said only a single word. 
 
    "Pathetic." 
 
    Gannon felt his body start to tremble. He was suddenly in incredible pain. And then he was screaming, and crying out... and then he was a puddle of liquid, at Jennifer's feet. 
 
    And then, at that moment Crewman Haskil returned, gasping in pain. 
 
    "Haskil!" said Taylor. "Where's Ramirez?" 
 
    Haskil shook his head tearfully. 
 
    "You bitch! You fucking bitch!" he yelled at Jennifer. 
 
    She smiled at him, and then vanished. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Michael, I'm not really sure that things are what they appear to be," said Victor. 
 
    "Victor, we're five hundred million years in the future on a dying planet near to a molten hot core. We're being forced, one by one, to have physical relations with a creature which injects a compound into us which kills us after we complete the act. So tell me which of this is not what it appears to be? Because there's so much going on I'm having trouble keeping up." 
 
    Victor saw that Taylor was angry. He lowered his tone. "I'm talking about Jennifer," said Victor. "When she was having relations with  Gannon, or rather, when Gannon was having relations with her, what was she doing, Michael?" 
 
    "Doing? I don't know. Taking notes, I suppose." 
 
    "No, be serious," said Victor. "She was staring at you, Michael. I saw it. We all did." 
 
    "I noticed that too," said Taylor. "But what does it mean?" 
 
    "Maybe she's not merely testing for physical love," said Victor. "Maybe she's really testing for something else." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Kindness?" said Elizabeth. 
 
    "Yes," said Victor. "The desire to help others."  He was again alone with "Elizabeth" in a private room. 
 
    "We do help others," said Elizabeth. "I am helping others, by experimenting with you. The one you know as Jennifer is-" 
 
    "No no no," said Victor. "That's not what I mean." 
 
    "What do you mean, Professor Berman?" Elizabeth asked. 
 
    Victor sighed. She looked and sounded so much like the real Elizabeth. Victor had to keep telling himself that she wasn't. 
 
    "You think you are helping members of the United with these experiments. But you aren't doing it out of kindness, or affection for the United." 
 
    "I am doing it... because it is required." 
 
    "Exactly," said Victor. "Kindness is something different." 
 
    "Different how?" 
 
    Victor smiled. "Kindness is helping someone when you do not have to." 
 
    Elizabeth's eyes narrowed. "Why would you help someone you do not have to?" 
 
    "Because it feels good," said Victor. "It's called empathy. When someone else feels something, you feel it too." 
 
    "Is your race telepathic as well?" Elizabeth asked. 
 
    "In a sense, I suppose it is," said Victor. "We can sense when someone else feels pain, or unhappy. And when we do, we are motivated to help them." 
 
    Elizabeth's eyes glowed when he said the word "motivated".  "Let us try this," said Elizabeth. 
 
    She stared at Victor. 
 
    He looked back at her questioningly. 
 
    "Ow!" said Victor, grabbing his shoulder as he felt a sharp pain. 
 
    "Does it hurt?" 
 
    "Yes, yes it hurts!" Victor cried. 
 
    "Would you like my help to stop the pain?" Elizabeth asked. 
 
    "Yes, please!" Victor cried. 
 
    Suddenly, the pain was gone. Victor's heart was racing, and his body was sweating, but otherwise there was no sign of any trauma. 
 
    "What... why did you do that?" Victor asked. 
 
    "As an act of kindness. To make you feel better." Elizabeth paused, considering. "But I did not feel anything." 
 
    "Of course you didn't!" said Victor, wincing as he stretched his arm. "You were the one who caused the problem in the first place! That was no act of kindness! We have another word for that. We call it manipulation." 
 
    "Manipulation," said Elizabeth, considering further. "That may be worthy of further study." She turned her head. "But first let us further explore the motivation called kindness." 
 
    Suddenly, they were somewhere else. In another chamber. 
 
    Alex Stone was standing in front of a row of United. Before him were Crewmen Haskil and Ramirez, on their knees, crying in pain. Elizabeth looked at Ramirez, and suddenly he gasped, went white, and dropped to the floor. 
 
    "What did you do?" Victor asked, running over to Ramirez. He felt for a pulse. There was none. 
 
    "An act of kindness," said Elizabeth, looking almost smug. 
 
    "Kindness?" 
 
    "He was in pain. I ended his suffering. This satisfied your requirements. I was not the one to cause his initial discomfort." 
 
    "Did you feel anything?" Alex Stone inquired. 
 
    Elizabeth looked up for a moment. "I think so. It was... fleeting, but I felt something. Satisfaction. A desire to help others in the same way." 
 
    The other United wiggled their tentacles and started to murmur. 
 
    "You didn’t help him!" Victor cried out, clutching Ramirez's dead body. 
 
    "We will have to study this further," said one of the United. 
 
    "We will have to study every kind of kindness so we can properly screan it," said another. 
 
    "This isn't kindness. This is murder!" Victor shouted. 
 
    "Note the Encourager's strong emotional response. We should study that as well," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "This Encourager is useful," said Alex Stone. "We should give him the isotope, and sample his genetic diversity." 
 
    "Not yet," said Elizabeth. "Professor Victor Berman is simply a font of useful information. We must press him for more good ideas like this one." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "They are totally amoral creatures," said Victor, his voice in a whisper. "They have no understanding of kindness or compassion or feeling. I tried to teach them, but they are coming from such a radically different basis of understanding that they simply could not relate." 
 
    "Don't blame yourself, Victor. You tried," said Taylor. 
 
    "Because of me, Ramirez is dead," said Victor. 
 
    "Sooner or later, we're all going to be that way," said Taylor. So far a half a dozen of his crew had been killed, either through torture or application of the isotope. The remaining 54 crewmembers were a cowed, huddled mass, shrinking back whenever a United appeared, fearing they would be next to be called upon. 
 
    "Captain, you have to do something," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "I don't know what I can do," said Taylor. 
 
    She looked at him imploringly. Taylor never felt as powerless as he did in that moment. 
 
    And then Jennifer reappeared, sporting an evil grin. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "I have come for you, Ensign William Collins," said Jennifer. 
 
    "No," said Collins, shaking his head. The other crew shrunk away from him, as if he were suddenly radioactive. "Please, not me. There's been a mistake." 
 
    "No mistake," said Jennifer. "You must make love to me, Ensign William Collins." She stared intently at him. They watched as Collins was slowly dragged forward by an invisible force. 
 
    Elizabeth looked imploringly at Taylor. Taylor bit his lip, and jumped to his feet. 
 
    "No!" Taylor cried, interposing his body between them. 
 
    "No?" Jennifer inquired, as if the word were alien to her. She looked amused. "Captain, you do not have the power to say no to me." 
 
    "Take me," said Taylor. The words simply came out of his mouth. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Take me.  I'll make love to you. You can study my physical desire." There was a challenging note in his voice, and his eyes. 
 
    Jennifer gave him an odd look. "Captain, I was saving you for the end." 
 
    "Well, you can move me up your list," said Taylor. 
 
    "Captain, your chances of surviving an application of the isotope are even less than your crew's. You have already absorbed a substantial dose. A second dose will surely be lethal." 
 
    "Then I'll have to give a good performance then, won't I?" 
 
    "No!" said Elizabeth, surging forward. Victor held her back. 
 
    "What am I witnessing here?" said Jennifer, looking from one to the other. "It is not physical love. It is something else. Another kind of motivation we missed?" 
 
    "You wouldn't understand it," said Taylor. 
 
    Jennifer considered for a long moment. Taylor didn’t know which he feared more. That she might say no… or she might say yes. Finally she nodded. "All right, Captain. Show me your physical affection. But if you fail to impress me, I will have to give you the isotope." 
 
    "No, Michael, don't do it!" Elizabeth cried. 
 
    Taylor turned to her, and gave her an unreadable look. Then he walked up to Jennifer, so they were face to face. "I'm ready,” he said quietly. 
 
    Suddenly, Taylor was completely unclothed. So was Jennifer. She smiled as she saw his large, hairy chest and broad shoulders. He got on top of her and tried to have relations with her. But he was too self-conscious, too aware that he was being made to mate with a hostile alien. 
 
    He closed his eyes, trying to avoid Jennifer's hard-eyed stare, trying to just focus on the physical sensation, to make it happen. 
 
    And then a funny thing happened. 
 
    "Open your eyes, my love." 
 
    Taylor opened his eyes. 
 
    Jennifer was gone. 
 
    The woman he was having relations with was Pamela.  
 
    "Pam?" he whispered, as he continued to move back and forth. 
 
    "I have searched long and hard for you through millions of years of past history, my love," she said. 
 
    Past history? 
 
    Taylor looked at her face; it was Pamela's face, complete with her high cheekbones and green eyes and luscious blonde hair. The body was hers too. 
 
    "This can't be," said Taylor. 
 
    "I have finally found you," said Pam. 
 
    "This can't be real." 
 
    "We will be together soon, my love," said Pam. "I'm going to help you through this." 
 
    "No... this isn't real," said Taylor. 
 
    "Look into my eyes." 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Michael, look into my eyes!" 
 
    Taylor stared at her beautiful green eyes. Suddenly he became transfixed.  
 
    Suddenly, he found he could do it. He could get to the place he needed to go. 
 
    And he did. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The next thing he knew he was lying still, on top of her, smiling happily with his eyes closed. 
 
    "Open your eyes." 
 
    He opened his eyes and saw… Jennifer. But she was no longer looking at him with that mocking smile. She looked, if anything... puzzled. 
 
    "What did you do?" she asked. 
 
    Taylor frowned, and took a few seconds to get his bearings. Jennifer studied him closely as he disengaged and pulled back. 
 
    "What did you do?" Jennifer asked again. 
 
    "What do you mean?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "I... I felt something." Jennifer looked… startled. 
 
    "What?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "I... I am not sure," said Jennifer. "But… the results were… amazing." And she looked at him, and for a moment, her eyes were no longer cold. They were wondrous, and filled with admiration. 
 
    "So I guess that means no isotope for me," said Taylor. 
 
    "I guess not," said Jennifer, with a small laugh, and for a second, a split second, it seemed like the real Jennifer. 
 
    Taylor got up and stepped away from the bed, conscious of the eyes of his crew on him. Suddenly he was clothed again. Elizabeth ran forward and hugged him. "Are you all right?" 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    "Interesting." 
 
    They turned to see Jennifer standing up, still nude, her legs unabashedly spread. "Not just physical love. There is another ingredient. Overcoming reluctance. When you were able to do that... I... I felt something," said Jennifer. And then she vanished. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "What are we doing?" Elizabeth asked. 
 
    "We are lying on the beach," said Victor. 
 
    Victor  had no idea where they were. Somewhere on Corta, he presumed. That didn't matter. He had asked Elizabeth, the other Elizabeth, to take him there. They lay on reclining beach chairs, watching the surf go in and out.  
 
    "Why?" Elizabeth asked. 
 
    "To relax," said Victor. He paused. "This is Corta, isn't it?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "I was meaning to ask, what happened to the planet? Why was a big chunk of its surface ripped out? Was it a disaster of some kind?" 
 
    "No, we did it." 
 
    "But why?" 
 
    "Because we could," said Elizabeth. 
 
    For a race of being seeking the meaning of existence, it seemed as good an answer as any. 
 
    "If a chunk of the planet is gone, shouldn't there be terrible seismic disturbances? Come to think of it, shouldn't the planet be collapsing on itself?" Victor asked. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Gravity." 
 
    "Why would we permit that?" 
 
    "Oh," said Victor, realizing the answer was now self-evident.  
 
    "So, what is the purpose of this experiment?" 
 
    "This is not an experiment," said Victor hastily. 
 
    Elizabeth abruptly sat up. 
 
    "A poor choice of words. It is most definitely an experiment," said Victor. He eyed her as she slowly reclined again. "This is an experiment in relaxing." 
 
    "Relaxing? What does that mean to you?" 
 
    "Relaxing means... relaxing," said Victor. 
 
    "You cannot define a word with the same word." 
 
    "Why not? 
 
    "Would you like some isotope, Victor?" 
 
    "Relaxing means... just enjoying the moment. Just being. Just existing." 
 
    "We exist in every moment of time. In every dimension." 
 
    "Yes, of course, but relaxing means...." Victor stretched out. "Enjoying the moment." 
 
    "How." 
 
    "Stretch out with your senses." 
 
    Elizabeth concentrated for a moment. "I have analyzed the setting with all 17 of my senses. I have thoroughly screaned it." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "And what?" 
 
    "What do you feel?" 
 
    "Nothing," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "Do you feel the breeze on your face?" It was a wonderful gentle coolness on Victor's face. 
 
    "Yes," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "Do you hear the sounds of the waves?" Splaassh... roar... splaaash... roar.... 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Do you hear the seagulls?" 
 
    "Seagulls?" 
 
    "Whatever those white avians are." Whatever they were, they were making "awk awk" sounds. For a moment, Victor wondered if they were seagulls that had gone through half a billion years of evolution, and if so, if they were smarter and more self-aware than he was. The thought didn't comfort him. 
 
    "Yes," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "Do you see the blue of the water? The white of the surf?" 
 
    "Yes and yes." 
 
    "Do you smell the salt of the sea?" 
 
    "Victor, what is the point of this?" said Elizabeth. 
 
    "The point, my dear facsimile of Elizabeth, is to learn how to appreciate small things." 
 
    "Why would I appreciate them?" 
 
    Victor chuckled. 
 
    "What amuses you?" 
 
    "It's just that... you, your super evolved self, you're just like people from my century, people who can't learn how to relax." 
 
    Elizabeth smiled, and then she started laughing too! 
 
    Victor sat up, looking startled. "Do you feel something?" 
 
    Elizabeth's smile and laughter abruptly terminated. "No. I was just imitating you." 
 
    And abruptly, he was back in confinement with the others. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Overcoming reluctance," said Jennifer, her eyes gleaming. "This is the concept we wish to study now." She looked at the fearful crowd of Survey Service crewmen and scientists. 
 
    "Captain Michael Taylor, please step forward," said Jennifer. 
 
    Taylor stepped forward, his face carefully neutral. 
 
    "Doctor Elizabeth Shaw, please step forward," said Jennifer. 
 
    Elizabeth slowly stepped forward, looking apprehensive. 
 
    "You have feelings for each other, do you not?" Jennifer asked. 
 
    Taylor looked at Elizabeth. "No," he said. 
 
    "No," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "You do," said Jennifer. "Taylor wants you, Elizabeth, and you know that. And part of you wants him. But there is a reluctance you must overcome. We want to experience you overcoming that reluctance, through you, Elizabeth." 
 
    "What are you saying?" Elizabeth asked. 
 
    "We want you to have relations with  Captain Taylor." 
 
    "No," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "If you do not, I will give you the isotope," said Jennifer. When she saw that Elizabeth wasn't moving, she reached out towards her. 
 
    "No!" said Taylor, grabbing and pulling Elizabeth away. "We can do this," he said, looking into her eyes. She felt something. Somehow, he gave her the strength to nod. Taylor took led her up to the bed in the center of the chamber, under the spotlight. 
 
    "Not here," she said. All the crew would be able to see them! 
 
    "Does performing here make you more reluctant, Elizabeth?" Jennifer asked. 
 
    "Yes!" said Elizabeth emphatically. 
 
    Jennifer gave an evil smile. "You may proceed, then." 
 
    "Just look at me, Elizabeth," said Taylor, and she did, as Taylor slowly started to undress the both of them. 
 
    Taylor lay Elizabeth down on the bed. Her body was trembling. "Kiss me, Michael. Please," she whispered, in an urgent voice. 
 
    Taylor lay on top of her and pressed his lips against hers. She grabbed him, holding him tight, using the kiss like a tranquilizer. Then he slowly and gently started to have relations with her.  
 
    Taylor smiled as things progressed. He sensed he could reach his goal.  
 
    But what about Elizabeth? "Are you... are you going to be able to...?" 
 
    Elizabeth paused, as if considering. "It's nice, but... I... I don't think so, no." 
 
    No. If Elizabeth didn't finish properly, Jennifer would know, and give her the isotope. 
 
    "I... I can't get there," Elizabeth told Taylor, as he continued to rub against her. 
 
    "Don't say that!" Taylor whispered fiercely. "You can! You can, Elizabeth!" 
 
    "I can't!" she cried. 
 
    Taylor looked into her eyes. He saw she desperately wanted to. He wanted to help her in any way he could. And then it came out of him. It just came out of him. 
 
    "Elizabeth," he said, nearing his peak. "I love you." 
 
    She gasped. 
 
    "I love you," he said again. "I love you, I love you," he kept repeating. 
 
    Elizabeth felt a tremendous sparkling in her body. Suddenly, when she had been about a mile from her destination, she felt like she was only a few dozen feet away. 
 
    Taylor must have sensed it, because he kept repeating it with every movement 
 
    "I love you," he said. 
 
    "Ah," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "I love you," he said, looking insistently into her eyes. He saw her react. 
 
    "Aaah," Elizabeth said. She was getting close. 
 
    "Elizabeth, I love you," Taylor said, in a really pained voice. He felt himself getting close to the edge. Just as his emotions were driving hers, her emotional response was driving his. 
 
    “I love you I love you I love you!” 
 
    "Aaaaah!" Elizabeth cried. She felt an explosion which expanded throughout her body. As she cried out, she felt Taylor shuddering on top of her. 
 
    And then it was done. 
 
    Elizabeth looked into his eyes, and said, "I love you too, Michael." 
 
    Taylor blinked, feeling startled. He pulled off of her, and slowly stood up, giving her a hand as she got up from the bed. 
 
    The eyes of the entire crew of the Judicator were on them, but Elizabeth didn't notice them. She gave a little smile and actually felt happy. 
 
    It was Jennifer who broke the silence. 
 
    "That was such an impressive performance. Especially you, my dear Elizabeth," said Jennifer. "Your feelings... of overcoming your reluctance. Of struggling to achieve a goal. To make something happen. They were so strong... so powerful, so intoxicating. I will be sure to share them with the others. We must study this further so we can fully screan it." 
 
    She took a step towards Elizabeth, but Taylor hastily walked into her path. Elizabeth loved him for that. Even nude and defenseless, he was still her protector. 
 
    Jennifer reached out and put a hand on Taylor's shoulder, causing him to flinch. "Do not worry, dear Captain. You have earned a reprieve from the isotope... for today, anyway." And then she vanished. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    After they had dressed, Elizabeth's fellow scientists came over to make sure she was all right. She thanked them with new confidence. What she had done should have utterly humiliated her, but somehow she had changed and grown from the experience. 
 
    Only Vincent didn't come to pay his respects. He stood, on the other side of the room, giving her furtive glances. 
 
    Victor spoke to Taylor about the experience. "Well, we've finally seen something that impressed them, Michael." 
 
    "Physical relations," said Taylor. "But if isn't enjoyable enough, they give us the isotope." 
 
    "Oh, I beg to disagree, Michael. It's more than simply physical relations," said Victor. "It's as Jennifer said. Overcoming obstacles. Progress to achieve a goal. And then there was something else. Did you noticed the way she doted on Vincent while you two were going at it?" 
 
    "Vincent is a little worm," Elizabeth hissed. 
 
    "No, he's not. He's a man, very much in love with you, Elizabeth," said Victor. He clapped Michael on the shoulder. "Good work." Then he walked away. 
 
    Taylor turned to Elizabeth. "I have never been congratulated by so many people for having physical relations." 
 
    "You do when it doesn't result in being turned into a squid," said Elizabeth, and something about the way she said that made them both laugh. 
 
    Elizabeth put her arms around him. "Was it like that on that planet... when you were a god?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Having relations with a lot of women... in front of big audiences?" 
 
    Taylor smiled. "I never worked in front of an audience." His smile became broader as he saw Elizabeth wince slightly. She was jealous. 
 
    But then she looked up at him. "Did you mean it, what you said?" 
 
    I love you, Elizabeth. 
 
    Taylor paused, and said, "Of course I did." And then, "Did you?" 
 
    "Yes," said Elizabeth. And she reached up and kissed him. He embraced her and kissed her back. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The thing is, Taylor didn't mean it. 
 
    Not at all. 
 
    Taylor desperately wanted to help Elizabeth. He saw that she wasn't going to make it. She wouldn't climax, and she would be given the isotope. He would have done anything to save her. 
 
    His mind instinctively saw what she needed to make it happen. And so he told her that he loved her. It had the desired effect. 
 
    And then, afterwards, when she asked him for confirmation, he lied again. He couldn't bring himself to tell her the truth. 
 
    Taylor was acting just like Jennifer had in the cave. 
 
    I love you, Michael. I love you so much. 
 
    She had said it to him then, desperately trying to give him the will to live when he was burning up with fever. And then afterwards, when he was out of danger, Jennifer had confirmed her love for him, but used the excuse of her husband to keep her distance. 
 
    Now, finally, Taylor began to understand how Jennifer had felt, and why she had done what she did. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Why would I want to reproduce?" Elizabeth, the other Elizabeth, asked. 
 
    "Having a child is tremendously rewarding," said Victor. 
 
    "In what way?" 
 
    Victor paused. "It is difficult to explain. It is a feeling you have once you reproduce, I mean, to have a child." 
 
    "We, the United, routinely create more of us as needed, when we are grouped together." 
 
    "But have you ever created a child, just by yourself? Have you ever felt a child growing inside of you, nurturing from within you? Have you ever felt yourself give birth to a child?" 
 
    "No," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "It is something you should try." 
 
    Elizabeth paused, considering. "Very well." 
 
    Suddenly Elizabeth's belly began to grow large. It ballooned up. Victor took a few steps back. 
 
    Something started to flow out of her body, from between her legs, even though she was still wearing clothes. It was like animate matter, without form, a big ball of... something. Then the matter started to take shape. It grew a head and a body. Very quickly it became a United, with a big eye on its head and tentacles attached to it six foot long body. 
 
    "It is done," said Elizabeth. "When do I begin feeling motivated?" 
 
    Victor's jaw dropped open. He searched for the right words. "This isn't usually how it is done." 
 
    "I have done everything you said. The being gestated inside my body. I disgorged it." 
 
    Victor winced. "It's not just about the disgorgement. It's about spending months feeling your baby inside you, bonding with it." 
 
    "So the feeling centers around being host to a parasitical creature which absorbs your energy?" Elizabeth asked. 
 
    "I wouldn't put it that way," said Victor. "We do not see children as parasites. There is more to it than that. Children are created in an act of love." 
 
    Suddenly, Elizabeth was nude. She reached out for Victor. 
 
    Victor took a step back. "No, that's not the kind of love I mean. Not the act of sex, but creating a child with a person you feel love for." 
 
    "We do not feel love. The United do not feel anything," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "More's the pity," said Victor, watching as her body was suddenly covered in clothes again. "Giving birth is only the first step. There is great joy in teaching your child, in watching him develop and grow." 
 
    Elizabeth said, "This being is fully developed and fully grown. It knows everything that I do, since I created it. Is there nothing else I can do with it that would evoke motivation on my part?" 
 
    Victor paused, thinking quickly. He paced back and forth, staring alternatively at Elizabeth, who was watching him intently, and the giant squid, who was also watching him with its giant eye. 
 
    Finally he said, "Not at the moment, no." 
 
    "Then this experiment has no further value." 
 
    And the squid exploded into pieces. 
 
    "What did you do?" Victor cried. 
 
    "I ended the experiment," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "But you killed a living being." 
 
    "So?" said Elizabeth. "Why does it matter?" 
 
    At that moment, Victor realized that the United didn't value life, not even their own. It was another symptom of having a lack of purpose. Without purpose, what was life worth? To the United, even their own lives were worth nothing. 
 
    Victor had wondered about all the United that Taylor and his men had blown up in battle. Had they really killed so many United, or had it been some kind of fabrication? At that moment, Victor realized it had all been real. The United simply didn't care if they lived or died. They were being held captive by a psychopathic race that placed no value on any life, even their own. 
 
    He looked at Elizabeth in horror. She stared at him with a blank face. "This experiment is at an end." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Jennifer made Suki have relations with Ensign Collins. They performed as ordered, but the problem was that Suki did it a little too well.  
 
    "That was so good," she whispered, looking up at Collins. Despite being pressured into it, Collins was young, and had a handsome body. 
 
    "Yes, it was,” said a new voice. 
 
    They both sat upright as they felt Jennifer's attention on them. Her eyes were gleaming. "I felt that, Suki. We all did. William, you did a fine job, but Suki, your need, your urgent need, was stronger than almost any motivation we have ever felt before. Come closer, dear." 
 
    Suki stood up, her body trembling, but she did not approach Jennifer.  
 
    Jennifer walked over to her. "You have exceeded our expectations," she said. She looked at the trembling woman for a moment, and then she leaned forward and kissed Suki on the lips. 
 
    Suki struggled against her, but Jennifer grabbed her face and held her firmly with her hands. Suki resigned and gave into it, kissing Jennifer back with passion. For a long moment the women embraced, their lips locked together. 
 
    And then, Jennifer pulled back. Suki wiped her lips and started to blink uncertainly. 
 
    "Suki, are you all right?" Taylor asked worriedly. 
 
    "Yes, I... I think so, Captain," said Suki. She suddenly coughed. "My throat... I just feel a little burning." 
 
    Taylor looked at Jennifer in horror. Jennifer gave him a knowing smile. 
 
    "Captain!" Suki cried. "Something is happening to me!" Her body started to tremble. And then it shuddered. Steam came out of it. And then it began to change. Her body became silver colored, and scaly; and her legs turned into tentacles, and her face- 
 
    "Captain!" she cried, looking straight at him, as her face melted, and was replaced by a single, unblinking, giant eye. 
 
    "Why did you do that?" Taylor yelled. "She did everything you asked! You promise she wouldn't be harmed!" 
 
    "She isn't harmed," said Jennifer. "Suki, reassure Captain Taylor. Tell him you are fine." 
 
    The giant squid in front of him suddenly changed into Suki, wearing her Survey Service uniform. "Everything is fine, Captain Taylor." 
 
    "They did what you asked," said Taylor. 
 
    "Yes," said Jennifer. "So well, in fact, that we decided to bring her genetic diversity into the Hive. Her passion, her lust... we all need to feel it. When Suki joins with us, in our grouping, we will all get to sample her modified DNA." 
 
    And then, in a flash, she was gone. And so was Suki. 
 
    Elizabeth flew into Taylor's arms. She was sobbing. 
 
    Victor came forward. "It seems, Michael, that we face terror at both ends; both by underperforming, and overperforming. At this rate, I imagine it won't be long before all of us are given the isotope, for one reason or the other." 
 
    Taylor felt Elizabeth trembling wildly. "Victor, we have to find a way out of this. Do you have any ideas?" 
 
    "It's harder than it was with the Ascended," said Victor. "These beings don't even have a vestige of humanity left in them. They are totally without emotional anchors. Like robots, almost." 
 
    "Well, try to think of something." 
 
    "I have another idea, another way of trying to reach them," said Victor. "But I think the chances of success may not be high. " 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth, the other Elizabeth, was painting. 
 
    And so was Victor. 
 
    This was not the modern method, using holographic canvases and paint wands; this was the old fashioned ways, using a physical canvas and pigments and real brushes. 
 
    Victor was painting rapidly, with relish. It had been a long time since he had done anything like this, not for years, since he had joined the Scientific Branch. 
 
    But Elizabeth had barely painted anything. In fact, she had stopped, the moment she had begun to put her brush to the canvas. 
 
    "What's wrong?" said Victor. 
 
    "I do not know what to paint," said the other Elizabeth. 
 
    "That's easy," said Victor. "You paint what you feel." 
 
    Elizabeth looked at Victor with dead eyes. "I do not feel." 
 
    "Well, that is a problem, isn't it?" Victor tried to hide his growing panic within him. If she sensed that, he was done. "Why don't you paint something at random, then?" 
 
    "At random?" said Elizabeth. 
 
    "Yes. Surely you are capable of doing that," said Victor, glad to put her on the defensive, however momentarily. 
 
    "Yes, but...." she looked uncertain. "What is the purpose?" 
 
    "Because whatever you draw at random may reveal something about yourself. A new kind of screaning." 
 
    Elizabeth's eyes narrowed. "How could truly random motions of a paint brush produce screaning?" 
 
    "Paint for yourself and see," said Victor. He wondered how far away he was from the decision to give him the isotope. While he kept the United engaged, he knew, they would leave him as he was. But once they decided all his value was gone.... 
 
    Elizabeth started to paint, jerkily, mechanically. She did so rapidly, her hand moving almost quicker than the eye could see. In less than two minutes she pulled back and announced, "Done." 
 
    "That was quick," said Victor, willing himself to be calm. He had doubted that this was going to work, and now his doubts were only magnified. He looked over at Elizabeth's canvas. "What do we have here?" 
 
    He saw a wild assortment of shapes and lines, in all different colors. 
 
    "What do you see?" Elizabeth asked. 
 
    Victor bit his lip. He had no idea what he saw. 
 
    "What do you see?" she insisted. 
 
    "Well, I see a lot of complexity," said Victor. 
 
    "Complexity," said Elizabeth, in a voice which sounded vaguely dissatisfied. 
 
    "Well, this line here, could indicate your interest in the universe-" 
 
    "You are making it up," said Elizabeth. She turned towards him now, her face cold and threatening. "This is purely fiction. You are attempting to delay us." 
 
    "I am attempting-" 
 
    "I know what you are attempting," said Elizabeth curtly. "Now let us look at your painting." 
 
    She turned to Victor's canvas. It featured a series of ovals. The most prominent of which was a silver oval which was partially overlapping a smaller beige oval. "What is the significance of this?" 
 
    "Well, it could be interpreted in any number of ways," said Victor. 
 
    "How do you interpret it, Victor?" Elizabeth, her eyes cold, demanded of him. 
 
    "Well," Victor studied the painting. "That big silver oval. That could symbolize the United. It is, after all, your color in your natural form." 
 
    "And the beige oval, which is partially overlapping?" 
 
    "The beige oval might be us, humanity," said Victor. 
 
    "And the significance of the one overlapping the other?" 
 
    Victor looked up at her. "It signifies one is trying to absorb the other." 
 
    She stared at him with an unreadable expression. For a long moment, Victor worried that she was going to give him the isotope. And then her hand darted out, almost more quickly than his eye could see. 
 
    "This is probably a better representation, Victor Berman." 
 
    Victor looked at the painting. The smaller beige oval was now the same silvery color as the larger one. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "I'm so sorry." 
 
    Taylor said nothing. 
 
    "I'm so very sorry," said Jennifer. She, like him, was wearing her Survey Service finest. 
 
    Taylor looked away. But there wasn't much to see. Everything around them was black. 
 
    "I don't believe you," he said. 
 
    "You have to believe me," said Jennifer. 
 
    Taylor gave a curt laugh. "Do I? First of all, you're not really you. This is a dream. I'm asleep." 
 
    "Correct," said Jennifer. "But it is really me." 
 
    "Second of all, even in my dreams, you are still not really you. You are the other Jennifer, performing another experiment on me. We know you can invade our minds." 
 
    "That's true, Michael. But this is the real me. You have to believe me." She came over to him, and put her arms around him, and gave him a kiss. "Believe me." 
 
    As she pulled back, Michael said, "But you're dead." 
 
    "Yes," said Jennifer. "The woman you knew as Jennifer Hale died when she was given the isotope." 
 
    "So... how can you be here, at a point in time after you died?" 
 
    "Time. Space. Matter. Physicality. Beginnings. Ends. You have such a limited understanding of all of them." 
 
    Taylor's eyes narrowed. "Are you saying that you're a ghost?" 
 
    "A ghost. A word for something you do not understand." 
 
    Taylor nodded. "All right. Assume you are, somehow, the Jennifer Hale I knew." 
 
    "And loved." 
 
    "Yes, and loved," said Taylor. "Why are you here?" 
 
    "To ask for your forgiveness." 
 
    "Forgiveness?" 
 
    Suddenly, they were both in the cave, on the second moon of Sirius IV. They saw another Taylor and another Jennifer. The other Jennifer leaned over the other Taylor, who was burning up with fever. "I love you, Michael. I really do." 
 
    "That's where it all started, isn't it?" Jennifer asked. 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. "But not where it ended." 
 
    And then, somehow, he controlled the narrative. He and Jennifer, this Jennifer, jumped to scene after scene on the Westerner. 
 
    The time when.... 
 
    "You're so clever, Michael," Jennifer said, touching him on the arm. 
 
    And the time when.... 
 
    They were both running on virtual treadmills in the ship's gym. Jennifer was wearing a tight top that made her chest stick out. Taylor couldn't help but watch it bounce up and down as she ran. Jennifer saw Taylor's gaze, and smiled slyly at him. 
 
    And the time when.... 
 
    They were eating in the cafeteria, sitting opposite each other. Taylor was telling her how Pam was complaining that she didn't see him nearly enough. 
 
    And then Taylor felt a foot brushing his leg, and Jennifer smiled. "I don't see how she can complain, when she has access to the sexiest man in the fleet." 
 
    ........ 
 
    Taylor looked at Jennifer, or Jennifer's ghost, or whoever she was. 
 
    "I was just flirting with you, Michael," she said. 
 
    "No, that was more than just flirting," said Taylor. "You were toying with me. Teasing me. After what you said to me in the cave, you knew where my mind was. You were playing a game. You enjoyed feeling wanted, being pursued by a man who could never have you." 
 
    "I... I don't know," said Jennifer suddenly. "I thought... I thought I was just being playful. But was there something more? I don't think so." 
 
    "And then there was this." 
 
    Babangida smacked Taylor in the face. He went sprawling to the ground. Then Babangida turned to Jennifer, mounted her, and slowly entered her. 
 
    Taylor started to get up.  
 
    "No, Michael!" she shouted. "Stay down! Just let it happen! Just let it all happen!" 
 
    And then Babangida started to make love to her. 
 
    Taylor had an incredibly hurt look on his face. And then Jennifer turned to face him, and she had a smug smile on her face. 
 
    "You weren't just happy that Obongo was having relations with you," said Taylor. "You were happy that I got put down." 
 
    "No, Michael." 
 
    "You were happy that I was lying there, helpless, watching the woman I loved get the loving of her life." 
 
    "No, Michael!" 
 
    "It's all so clear now. It added spice to the whole thing. That whole year you spent teasing me, leading me on... you finally got the chance to have another man take you, and to make me watch. You're just like them, Jennifer. You feed on lust. You feed on envy!" 
 
    "No, Michael! It's not true!" Jennifer cried. 
 
    "It is true," said Michael. "And I was so blinded to it, that I didn't realize until now what was really going on. " 
 
    "Michael, I realize I was wrong. I love you!" said Jennifer. 
 
    "Do you?" 
 
    "Yes. I just needed more time to figure it out!" said Jennifer. "If I hadn't taken the isotope. If I had lived longer, I would have come around. I would have fallen in love with you. I know it! I feel it!" 
 
    "And so we have Jennifer, even beyond the grave, trying to pull off one last cock tease," said Taylor. "You know I can never have you, so you're trying for one last pull of affection. Even after death, you still want to feel wanted, to feel desired after." He stared at her coldly. "You've lost your power over me. Goodbye, Jennifer." 
 
    "Michael!" She cried out his name, as she faded into blackness. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "It is time for more of you to express your affection," said Jennifer, grinning at the trembling crew. The crew had shrunk radically in size; of the original 60, only 42 remained. The rest had been given the isotope and either perished, or changed. 
 
    "No it isn't," said Taylor, stepping forward. 
 
    "Why Captain Taylor, are you volunteering to go another round with me?" Jennifer asked. "I must warn you that for a rematch, my standards will be even higher." 
 
    "I am not going to have relations with you," said Taylor. "I have important information for you to screan." He saw her eyebrows go up. 
 
    "And what would that be?" She looked intrigued. 
 
    "Take me to a private place, and I will show you." 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    "Repeat after me," said Taylor. "I, Second Lieutenant Jennifer Hale." 
 
    "I, Second Lieutenant Jennifer Hale." 
 
    Taylor and Jennifer were watching slightly younger versions of themselves, in dress uniforms on the Westerner. 
 
    "Do you remember that?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Yes," said Jennifer stiffly. 
 
    They wanted the ceremony unroll. 
 
    "What was happening here?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "I was being promoted to full Lieutenant." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "For my bravery in battle during our skirmish with the Ramadan pirates." 
 
    "And how did this ceremony, your promotion, make you feel?" 
 
    Jennifer's face was blank. 
 
    "How did it make you feel?" Taylor repeated. 
 
    "Proud. I was proud," said Jennifer. 
 
    The scene changed. They saw Taylor, burning up with fever in the cave. They saw Jennifer, looking at him longingly, saying, "I love you." 
 
    "Do you remember that event?" 
 
    "I have all of Jennifer Hale's memories," said Jennifer. 
 
    "Do you remember how it made you feel to say that?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "How did it make you feel?" 
 
    Jennifer strained for a moment. "Concerned. Happy. Many conflicting emotions." 
 
    The scene changed again. It was Jennifer, in a wedding dress. Michael, the other Michael, stood next to her. 
 
    "I do," said Jennifer smiling. 
 
    The minister smiled. "Then by the standards of the munificent World Government, I now consider you, Jennifer Hale, and you, Michael Dellingrod, to be man and wife. You may kiss the bride." 
 
    The audience cheered as Michael, the other Michael, kissed Jennifer. 
 
    "And do you remember that?" Michael asked. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "You were getting married to Michael, your Michael. How did you feel?" 
 
    "I felt... excited. Very excited," said Jennifer. 
 
    The scene changed again. 
 
    Obongo and Jennifer were having relations. Jennifer was groaning and smiling. Taylor, laying in a heap some distance away, watched with hurt and pain in his eyes. 
 
    "Do you remember that event?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "How did you feel?" 
 
    "Excited. Very excited," said Jennifer. 
 
    "Excited how?" 
 
    "Intimately. And...." 
 
    "And what?" 
 
    Jennifer turned to him. "Happy that you were there. Happy that you were watching." 
 
    I knew it. 
 
    The scene faded.  
 
    Jennifer turned to him. "What is the significance of these events?" 
 
    "The significance?" Taylor had thought it would be self evident. "You're looking for motivations for existence. Look at all the motivations I just showed you." 
 
    "Those were the motivations of a small minded animal being," said Jennifer. "They do not resonate with the United." 
 
    And then Taylor looked at her, at her stone cold face, and he realized that Jennifer, the Jennifer he knew, was truly gone forever. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They were back in the main chamber. Suddenly, there was a flash, and Suki was there as well. 
 
    "Hello, Captain," said Suki coolly. 
 
    Taylor gave her a hard look. 
 
    "We will now resume our experiments," said Jennifer. "Doctor Norman Thompson, you will now make love to me. If you fail to be sufficiently stimulating, I will give you the isotope." 
 
    "No... no... please, not me," said Thompson, as an invisible force dragged him forward. 
 
    "Yes, you," said Jennifer, with a wicked smile. 
 
    "Ensign Eugene Torrence," said Suki. "You will now make love to me. If you fail to be sufficiently stimulating, I will give you the isotope." 
 
    "No!" said Taylor. "Not two at a time! Not you too, Suki!" 
 
    Suki gave him a cool look. "Why not?" 
 
    "It's not right!" said Taylor. "Try to remember who you are." 
 
    Suki looked a little confused. 
 
    "Try, Suki try." 
 
    Suki frowned for a moment. But then Thompson and Torrence reached the stage, and her attention was drawn elsewhere. Suddenly both men were nude, and Suki and Jennifer were as well. Jennifer smiled as she wrapped her arms around Norman Thompson; Suki's was blank as she kissed Eugene Torrence. 
 
    Things progressed from there. The crew were forced to watch as Thompson and Torrence, against their will, were pressured into having relations with Jennifer and Suki on the bed in the center of the room. Thompson and Torrence knew they had no choice. They had to try, or else they would be given the isotope. 
 
    "Michael, we have to find a way to stop this," said Elizabeth, grabbing his arm. 
 
    "I wish I could," said Taylor. "I tried to reach Jennifer, but I couldn't. There simply isn't enough left of her." But had there been something in Suki? Something about her expression? 
 
    After it was over, the United were clearly dissatisfied. Both men screamed as they were given the isotope, and Doctor Thompson turned into a pile of liquid. Torrence, however, turned into one of the United. 
 
    Taylor turned to Victor, with agony on his face. 
 
    "I'm all out of ideas, Michael! I just don't know what to suggest," he said. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Captain Audrey Spaulding was in her full dress Survey Service uniform. So was Taylor. Both were surrounded by blackness. 
 
    "Let me guess. You're the ghost of the real Captain Spaulding." 
 
    "I am the real Captain Spaulding," she said. "By your time standards, I died nine years and seven days ago." 
 
    "So what are you doing here?" 
 
    "Time and space are not as linear as you think, Captain," said Spaulding. "Neither is physicality. Do you not remember the virtual layer?" 
 
    "Are you telling me that dreams are a kind of virtual layer?" 
 
    "I could say yes, but the real answer is much more complicated than that," said Spaulding. "I understand your pain, Michael." 
 
    "Do you?" said Taylor "You know, I just realized, we never met. Unless... the United who seduced me was originally you?" 
 
    "No... not me," said Spaulding. 
 
    And suddenly the blackness around them disappeared, replaced by a different scene, of Spaulding and the crew of Exeter, held captive in a very similar looking room, with the yellow light of the molten core of the planet shining on them. 
 
    "We will not cooperate," said Spaulding. 
 
    "Cooperation is irrelevant," came the words of the United in their heads. "You will be used and experimented on and serve us." 
 
    And then Spaulding watched as, one by one, her crew were taken away and used in various experiments. Some were used in pain tests; others were forced to make love to United, under threat of the isotope. 
 
    Spaulding watched helplessly as her first officer, Commander Bill Dey, was forced to have relations to a United in human form. "No, Bill, no!" She cried. 
 
    But he did it. 
 
    After he finished, he pulled back and sat there, momentarily exhausted. The United female gave him a blank look. Bill turned to Spaulding and gave her a cautionary smile. It seemed he had passed the test. 
 
    But as he smiled, his body started to shudder. 
 
    "No!" Spaulding yelled. But before her very eyes her first officer turned into one of the United. 
 
    Spaulding turned to Taylor. "I had to watch my crew, taken one by one, right before my eyes."  
 
    "It must have been terrible for you." 
 
    "As terrible as it is for you," she said, with sympathy in her eyes.  "They saved me almost until they end, when there were only six of us left. They even used Bill against me." 
 
    "No, Bill, no," said Spaulding, as she was pulled up to the bed.  
 
    "It is either this, or the isotope," said the creature in Bill's form. 
 
    Spaulding, holding back tears, nodded. Suddenly, Bill's clothes disappeared, as did her own. Bill gave an inhuman smile and held out his hand. Spaulding took it. 
 
    "I had to try," she told Taylor. "Even though I knew my chances of surviving were slim, I had to try. We're Survey Service officers, and we don't give up, do we?" 
 
    She seemed to be looking desperately at Taylor for something, something to justify the decision she made. 
 
    "Of course," said Taylor, realizing that he was worrying about the feelings of a ghost. If she was a ghost. 
 
    Bill, or the creature which assumed the form of Bill, lay back on the bed. He was already erect. He looked at Spaulding expectantly. 
 
    With horror, Spaulding realized that she was not only expected to cooperate and have relations with this creature, but she was required to be the initiator.  
 
    She knew she had no choice. She to try. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Spaulding gasped as she finished on top of the creature who used to be her first officer. She had tried to be as enthusiastic as possible, under the circumstances. 
 
    But was it enough to satisfy the United? 
 
    Spaulding opened her eyes, and looked at Bill's. 
 
    They were still cold, but then he gave her a wicked smile. 
 
    It was then that she felt the burning sensation inside of her, as if she was being changed from the inside out. 
 
    Spaulding gave a wild scream as she began the transformation. 
 
    "You became one of them," said Taylor. 
 
    "I became one of them," said Spaulding. "Briefly." 
 
    "Briefly?" 
 
    "I merged with them," said Spaulding.  
 
    Taylor saw an image of the United that Spaulding had become, slithering over into a giant meat pie which represented dozens or even hundreds of United, merged together. As Spaulding entered the group, her squid flesh literally dissolved. 
 
    "They all took part of what I was, my determination as a Survey Service Captain, my sense of loyalty, duty, and honor, and they made it part of what they were." 
 
    "Obviously it didn't have much of an effect." 
 
    Spaulding gave him a knowing smile. "They, in return, shared some of themselves. When I was in there, I didn't really exist. In fact, there was no 'I'. Some indeterminate amount of time later, I emerged. I was given instructions. By then, there were only three of my crew left. I was instructed to have relations with Ensign Brian Harris, and if it didn't stimulate anything in me, to give him the isotope." 
 
    "I appeared to Ensign Harris as Captain Spaulding, but he knew what I had become. He trembled and begged me not to do this." 
 
    "And what happened?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "And I didn't," said Spaulding. 
 
    "You didn't?" 
 
    "No," said Spaulding. "Some remnant in me, some part they didn't manage to erase, took hold and said, 'No, I cannot do this. This is wrong.' And I refused." 
 
    "And what happened?" 
 
    "The United eliminated me. The last words I heard was that I was a failed experiment," said Spaulding. 
 
    "And now you're dead, and with me in my dreams." 
 
    "And now I'm dead, and with you in your dreams," Spaulding agreed. 
 
    "Is there some lesson to be learned here?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Try to reach your crew that has been taken over. They may still be reachable." 
 
    "Not Jennifer," said Taylor. "I know, I tried." He remembered that cold face, those gleaming eyes.  
 
    "Then try another. The United who took my form." 
 
    "What about her?" 
 
    "She was Lieutenant Romana Martin of the Exeter. Try to reach her." 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "I will tell you." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Crewman Jack Henry, step forward," said Jennifer, with a little smile. 
 
    "Crewman David Petersen, step forward ," said Suki, with the same smile. 
 
    "Crewman Myra Sanduval, step forward," said Ensign Torrence, in the same tone. 
 
    Taylor was running out of time. He walked right up to Jennifer. She smiled at him. "Eager for another round, Captain? You'll have to wait your turn." 
 
    "I want to talk to Elizabeth." 
 
    "She's in a corner over there," said Jennifer, pointing. 
 
    "No, not that Elizabeth. Your Elizabeth. The one Victor has been talking to." 
 
    "Why?" said Jennifer. 
 
    "I have something important to reveal to her." 
 
    "Reveal it to me, Captain," said Jennifer, smirking. 
 
    "Only Elizabeth. If the others find out that I had something useful to screan, and you wouldn't let me reveal it...." he let his voice trail off. 
 
    Jennifer gave him a hard stare with eyes as cold as ice. Then she nodded fractionally, and Taylor suddenly found himself in another chamber, with Elizabeth, presumably, the other Elizabeth, although since the United could look like anyone, he had no guarantee that this was the same Elizabeth that Victor had spoken to. Conceivably it could even be Jennifer, pretending to be Elizabeth, in which case she would not be amused by what Taylor was about to attempt. 
 
    "Elizabeth," he said. 
 
    "Yes," she replied. 
 
    "Or should I say Romana," said Taylor. He waited for a reaction. There was none. Having nothing to lose, he continued. "Does the name Ensign Romana Martin mean anything to you?" 
 
    Elizabeth stared at him for a long moment. "I was Ensign Romana Martin." 
 
    Good! 
 
    Taylor resisted heaving a sigh of relief. He had to look confident. "You have her memories?" 
 
    "Yes," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "All of them?" 
 
    "Of course," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "Would you mind if we explored a few of them?" 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Ensign Romana Martin was young, blonde, and beautiful... though completely flat chested. But like Elizabeth, when she couldn't attract the boys, she turned to her career. And so she was all smiles as she was graduated from the Survey Service Academy, being awarded the probationary rank of Ensign. She smiled and laughed as everyone clapped, including her parents and younger brother Fred, who were sitting front row center.  
 
    "Do you remember this moment?" 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    "How did you feel?" 
 
    "Proud," said Elizabeth. "Very proud." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because I was commissioned in the Survey Service. I always wanted to join the Survey Service," said Elizabeth. She looked at Taylor. "Didn't I?" 
 
    "Yes, you did." 
 
    The scene changed. 
 
    The crew of the Exeter was on a rogue planetoid, a rocky asteroid, engaged in a battle with the United. Two of the Exeter crew got pinned down and stunned by the United, and the squids moved forward to take them away. Ensign Martin and another crewmember charged forward to save them; the crewman was shot and fell to the ground, but Martin, her compression pistol blazing, blasted the two squids and saved her fallen comrades. 
 
    "Ensign Martin risked her life to save others," said Taylor. "Why did she do that?" 
 
    "Out of a sense of honor, and obligation," said Elizabeth. "But how do you know this occurred?" 
 
    Taylor didn't answer. He moved on to another memory. 
 
    Ensign Martin was the very last crewmember to be given the isotope. She was there when Captain Spaulding refused the order to mate with Ensign Harris. She was there when Captain Spaulding was liquidated. Through Ensign Martin's eyes, they saw Captain Spaulding blown to pieces, and heard Ensign Martin cry out. 
 
    "Why did you cry?" Taylor asked. 
 
    Elizabeth was silent. 
 
    "I asked a question," said Taylor, sharply. 
 
    "I was upset," said Elizabeth. "My Captain had just been terminated." She turned to Taylor. "You were not present at any of these events. How do you know what happened?" 
 
    "Captain Spaulding told me," said Taylor. 
 
    "Captain Spaulding is dead," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "But she told me nonetheless. And she's very disappointed in you, Ensign," said Taylor. 
 
    "Disappointed?" He saw the surprise on her face. Hopefully it registered even deeper than that. 
 
    "You're still a Survey Service officer. There are Survey Service officers being held here. It's your duty to release them." 
 
    "No!" said Elizabeth. "I am not that person anymore." She paused. "In any event, I cannot. The others would never permit it." 
 
    Taylor put an arm around her shoulders. "What if I introduced you to a new motivation?" 
 
    "A new motivation?" said Elizabeth. 
 
    "The pursuit of power. Power over others," said Taylor. 
 
    "We have power over you," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "That's not what I mean," said Taylor. "Power over others. Over the other United." 
 
    "We... make decisions as a group. The biomass decides. We execute. There is no way for the few to impose their will on the many." 
 
    Taylor smiled. Captain Spaulding had told him as much. "But what if your biomass has a substantially greater density than the others? Then your biomass would be greater." 
 
    Elizabeth looked at him, and for the first time, Taylor saw surprise on the face of a United. "It... it might work." 
 
    "You can alter your density?" 
 
    Elizabeth nodded. 
 
    "Then do it." 
 
    "I... I'm scared," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "Congratulations. You have motivations. That's what you've always wanted, isn't it?" 
 
    Elizabeth nodded. 
 
    "Then go do this." 
 
    "Is... is this what a Survey Service officer would do?" Elizabeth asked. 
 
    "This is exactly what a Survey Service officer would do," said Taylor. 
 
    Elizabeth nodded. 
 
    Suddenly, they were in a different place, a large room with a giant meat pie, lined with tentacles. The group meeting place of the United. 
 
    Elizabeth looked at Taylor. "Stay here." She turned and squared her shoulders, and walked into the meat pie, her head held high. Then she started to sink into it. In moments, she disappeared. 
 
    A moment later, there was a kind of ripple in the meat pie. The ripple became a wave, then many waves. The ground shook. Taylor heard an inhuman roar. The meat pie had competing waves which were smashing into each other. And then there was a loud ripping sound, and a large piece of the meat pie got shot out of it, and hit a cavern wall. There was a giant bleeding hole in the meat pie, but not for long, as it quickly sealed itself up. In moments, there was no sign of a battle. 
 
    Suddenly Jennifer appeared in front of him. "You did this," she said, her eyes ablaze. 
 
    "That's right," said Taylor calmly. "You wanted a demonstration of motivation. Well, I just gave one to you." 
 
    Jennifer raised her hand, as if to strike him down, but then she heard a roar from behind her, and the tentacles in the meat pie waved furiously. "No," she said slowly. "We will save you for last." 
 
    And suddenly, Taylor was back with the other prisoners. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "It was a good try, Michael," said Victor. "And it proves an important point. Some of our people may still be reachable. If Romana Martin of the Exeter was persuadable, perhaps-" 
 
    Suddenly there was a flash, and Ensign Torrence appeared. 
 
    "Who are you here for?" Taylor asked. 
 
    Torrence gave a ghost of a smile. "I am here for Crewman First Class Karen Levenson. Crewman First Class Karen Levenson, please step forward." 
 
    "No!" said Karen. "Not me, please!" But an invisible force started to carry her forward. 
 
    "Torrence, listen to me. You can't do this," said Taylor. 
 
    Torrence looked at Taylor with dead eyes. "And why not, Captain?" 
 
    "You're a Survey Service officer! Remember who you are!" 
 
    Karen Levenson stopped in front of Torrence. He addressed her with dead eyes. "Crewman First Class Karen Levenson, you must have relations with me. Do this well, and you will avoid the isotope." 
 
    "No, no please," she cried. Thus far, Taylor was the only one who had been able to satisfy the United well enough to avoid the isotope.  
 
    Torrence looked into her frightened eyes. "You must come." He said. Something about his gaze was hypnotic. He took her by the hand and led her up to the bed. 
 
    Taylor ran up to the bed. "Torrence, you're a Survey Service Officer! Try to remember!" He reached out to grab Torrence's arm. He went flying into the air. 
 
    "Your turn is coming soon enough, Captain," said Torrence. He looked at Levenson, and suddenly both their clothes were gone, and soon they were having relations. 
 
    "Michael, are you all right?" said Elizabeth. Taylor, sprawled on the ground, nodded as he quickly got up. 
 
    "We've got to do something!" said Elizabeth. 
 
    Taylor watched Torrence, and Karen having relations. 
 
    "There's nothing we can do," said Taylor grimly. 
 
    "And how does that make you feel, Captain?" 
 
    Taylor turned to see Jennifer. 
 
    "I feel your hopelessness," said Jennifer. "It is strong, so strong. So... intoxicating," she said, momentarily closing her eyes and smiling. "One of the strongest feelings we have felt so far. Please, continue. The United are observing everything." 
 
    Taylor looked at Jennifer, what she had become. He wanted to smack her in the face, as Obongo had done to him. Her face was partially blank, but at the same time, also partially smug. It was a weird combination.  
 
    Jennifer pointed to the bed.  "Watch it, Captain. Watch as yet another of your crewmember gets the isotope. And then look around! Look, Captain!" 
 
    Taylor reluctantly looked around the room. 
 
    "More than half of your crew are gone! Soon, they all will be. And there is nothing you can do to stop it," she said, staring at his face from inches away. 
 
    Taylor struggled with his rage, and abruptly turned away. Elizabeth took him into her arms, giving Jennifer a look of pure hatred. 
 
    Jennifer smiled at her. 
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    "Hello, Captain." 
 
    Taylor stared out into the blackness. "Hello, Suki." 
 
    Suki Tanaka was dressed in her Survey Service finest, just like Captain Audrey Spaulding and Jennifer Hale before her. 
 
    "So, can we skip that part about whether I'm a ghost, and what this really means?" 
 
    "If you like." 
 
    "Under normal circumstances, I couldn't be here," said Suki casually. "But I, we, we've gotten a little outside help." 
 
    "From whom?" 
 
    "From someone you know. Sort of," said Suki. 
 
    "Very cryptic. Exactly what I'd expect--from a dream," said Taylor, looking at the blackness around him. 
 
    "I was angry at you for a very long time," said Suki. 
 
    "I know," said Taylor 
 
    And suddenly, the scene played out in front of them. 
 
    Taylor was having relations with to Suki, on the grass in front of the springs, in the virtual layer in the year 22,000,000.  
 
    "Say it!" Suki commanded. 
 
    "You're my Captain's girl. You're my Captain's girl," said Taylor. 
 
    "Yes! Yes yes yes!" she cried, and she reached down and kissed him furiously. She started to move against him more rapidly now, harder, and faster. 
 
    "Forever," she said. "I'm your Captain's girl, forever and ever. Say it." 
 
    Taylor winced with pain and pleasure. 
 
    "Say it!" Suki demanded. 
 
    "Yes," Taylor gasped. "Forever." 
 
    "And then, just moments later, you dropped me," said Suki. "You had relations with me and discarded me almost immediately after. I was so angry with you for the longest time afterwards." 
 
    "I'm sorry," said Taylor, realizing he was apologizing to a ghost. 
 
    "But in time, I realized the truth," said Suki. 
 
    "And what is the truth, for you?" Taylor asked. 
 
    Suki walked up and stared at him, face to face. Her expression was unreadable. "I was trying to seduce you. I was trying to have you make a commitment, in the heat of the moment, that you never would otherwise. It wasn't real, and it certainly wasn't fair to you." She abruptly turned and walked a few steps away. 
 
    "And when did you realize this?" 
 
    "Recently," said Suki. "I've had a lot of time to think about things, lately." 
 
    "Since you died," said Taylor. 
 
    Suki turned and smiled. "You don't have to believe, Captain. Just listen. You can reach me." 
 
    "Reach you?" 
 
    "The thing I've become. It hasn't taken me over. Not all of me. The fact that I'm here is proof of that." 
 
    "Proof," said Taylor, restraining a laugh. 
 
    "Try," said Suki, looking earnestly into his eyes as she put a hand on his shoulder. "Try, Captain." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Doctor William McCrae." 
 
    Taylor stirred out of an uneasy sleep. He saw Suki, standing in the spotlight next to the bed in the center of the chamber. 
 
    "Doctor William McCrae, step forward." 
 
    McCrae gave the others a quick glance, but knew they were powerless to help him. Seeing as he had no choice, he stepped forward. 
 
    So did Taylor. Suki ignored him. 
 
    "Doctor William McCrae, you will have relations with me. If you do this well enough, you will not be given the isotope." 
 
    "Suki, no," said Taylor. "You can't do this." He felt like he was simply repeating what he had said to Torrence. 
 
    "Why not?" Suki said, her face a mask of emotionlessness. 
 
    "Because you're a Survey Service officer. Remember your oath! Remember your duty to your fellow crewmen!" said Taylor. 
 
    Suki blinked rapidly. For a moment, uncertainty crossed her face. Then it vanished. 
 
    She turned to Doctor McCrae. "Doctor McCrae, you will have relations with me. You will try begin now." Suddenly, she and McCrae were nude. 
 
    McCrae raised an eyebrow and stared at her intently. He let her pull him onto the bed. Soon they were both busy at it. 
 
    Taylor moved to where he could make eye contact with Suki. "A Survey Service officer does not harm another officer." 
 
    Suki moved against McCrae, her face blank. 
 
    "A Survey Service officer does not betray her oath." 
 
    Suki's blank face bobbed up and down, up and down. Her eyes stared into the horizon.  
 
    "Try to remember who you are!" No response. In desperation, Taylor cried out, "Suki, if you give him the isotope, you'll kill him!" 
 
    She looked directly at him, for a moment, and suddenly it seemed the old Suki was there, her eyes pleading, fearful, and troubled. But then she looked away, and her face went blank. 
 
    Taylor went over to Victor. "I tried to reach her, Victor. I tried, just like she said. But I can't!" His voice was filled with desperation. 
 
    Victor looked confused. "Just like who said, Michael?" 
 
    In moments they heard the sounds of Suki and McCrae finishing. But the sounds they heard were all Doctor McCrae's. Suki didn't say a word. 
 
    Taylor looked up, and saw that Suki’s face was as still as stone. 
 
    "No," Taylor whispered. 
 
    McCrae sat up. He looked at Suki, and saw the verdict. He put a hand to his chest. 
 
    "No," said Elizabeth. 
 
    McCrae started to breathe intensely as he felt fear grip him. Something was happening! It was inside him, changing him, turning him into- 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    It had all been in his mind. All self-induced. He hadn't been given the isotope.  
 
    He was totally fine. 
 
    McCrae looked up at Suki as he realized this. She gave him an unreadable look. 
 
    And then she vanished. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "I guess I satisfied her in some way," said McCrae, as everyone came up to congratulate him. McCrae had put on his pants and was working on his shirt. "I was pretty good in my day, but that was 20 years ago. I guess once you have it, you never lose it, right, Captain?" 
 
    Taylor smiled and nodded. The crew was happy for McCrae. It was nice to have one moment of positive morale, even if it was fleeting. 
 
    Victor spoke to Taylor in a low voice. "Not to cast dispersions on the good doctor's sensual abilities, but was it is really him, or was it something you said, Michael?" 
 
    Taylor remembered the look on Suki's face in that one precious moment. "I'm hoping it was me, Victor." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Finally," said Pam. 
 
    She was gorgeous. She was wearing her special white dress that Taylor had loved so much. Her beautiful blonde hair was perfectly combed. Only her eyes were different, her green eyes vaguely blank. 
 
    "I have searched so long for you, my love," said Pam, giving him a kiss. 
 
    The kiss felt real. But Taylor looked at the blackness around them. He knew this was another dream.  
 
    "How long have you searched for me?" Taylor asked, playing along. 
 
    "For 500 million years," said Pam. "That's why it's taken me so long to find you. I had to go back in time quite a bit, my sweet." And she kissed him again. 
 
    "You mean forward in time, don't you?" said Taylor.  
 
    Pam smiled. “I meant what I said, my sweetest love.” She ran a hand through his hair. “I have not seen you… in so long. I missed you so much.” 
 
    Taylor looked confused. "Pam, if this were really you, you've been dead for at least 500 million years." 
 
    "No, you’re the one who’s long dead and gone, my sweet," she said, crinkling her nose in that irresistible way she did. 
 
    "You're not real," Taylor insisted. 
 
    "I am real," said Pam. "Because of your love for me, I am real. Or rather, I will be. It is you who are not real, from my perspective." 
 
    "Oh, I'm not, am I?" Taylor was beginning to find this dream amusing. 
 
    "No. But you soon will be. That's why I'm here. You have to fight on just a bit longer, my sweet. Your travails are almost over. 500 million years of time cannot separate  us, my love. Not 500 million years, not billion, and not infinity." And then she kissed him again. He felt the warmth of her lips against his. 
 
    "I came to you because you taught me to love," said Pam. "You taught me to love, and I could not bear the thought of what was being done to you here. But be strong, my sweet. It is almost over. Soon, we shall be together again. Look for me... look for me, Michael... I will be there for you, waiting for you, at the end of time...." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor sat up with a jerk. His body was sweaty. His heart was beating rapidly. 
 
    It had been Pam, and yet, not Pam. The real Pam never talked like that. It had been another dream. His desire for Pam had fused together with his desire for escape, and this is what it had produced.  
 
    And yet... something about Pam had been so... compelling. Even though he knew it had to be a dream, it had to be a product of his feverish unconscious.  
 
    Didn't it? 
 
    He got up, and abruptly looked around. 
 
    "Michael, are you all right?" Victor asked. 
 
    Taylor looked around, and saw the despondent remainder of his crew. More than half of them had been taken. 
 
    "What are you looking for?" Victor asked. "What are you doing, Michael?" 
 
    "What am I doing?  What am I doing?" Taylor repeated, as he worked to clear the sleep inertia from his mind. "I'm getting us out of here. That's what I'm doing, Victor." 
 
    He strode up to the bed in the center of the room, which was unoccupied, at the moment. "Suki!" he yelled.  
 
    "Suki!" he yelled again. 
 
    The others looked at him like he was insane. 
 
    Taylor climbed on the bed, and stood on it. "Suki!" he cried again. 
 
    "He's gone mad," said Bill Carey. 
 
    "It's the stress," said Victor. "It could happen to any of us." 
 
    Suddenly Jennifer appeared. "Captain Taylor?" 
 
    "I called for Suki," said Taylor. 
 
    Jennifer changed into Suki. 
 
    "No, I want Suki," said Taylor, as if he were talking to a small child. 
 
    Suki disappeared. 
 
    Suki reappeared. 
 
    Once again, Taylor had no way of knowing for sure who he was speaking to. All he could do was- 
 
    "Take us somewhere private." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They watched Suki standing in front of the graduating class at the Survey Service Academy in Perth. 
 
    "Who was sitting in the front row, watching you?" 
 
    "My parents," said Suki. 
 
    They watched Suki receive her formal rank of ensign. That Suki smiled and looked emotionally overwhelmed as the audience clapped wildly while she was decorated with her new shoulder bars. 
 
    "How did it make you feel to be awarded the rank and responsibilities of the rank of Ensign in the United Survey Service?" 
 
    "Proud," said Suki, her face a mask. 
 
    "And to have your parents there to see it?" 
 
    "Proud," Suki said again. "Very proud." 
 
    The scene changed. Suki was having relations with Taylor. 
 
    "I'm your Captain's girl. I'm your Captain's girl," said Suki, smiling as she worked herself  against him. 
 
    "How did you feel when you said that?" Taylor asked. 
 
    Suki watched herself in action. She saw the feeling of pure pleasure written on her face as her younger self worked to elicit the same feelings from Taylor beneath her. She watched as her young body rocked under the sun, making love in the great outdoors. 
 
    "I felt happy. Very happy," said Suki woodenly. 
 
    Taylor looked at her face and frowned. It wasn't working. She remembered all these things, but she didn't feel them. He stared at her blank face, straining to come up with another idea, an idea which would save them all. "All right," he said finally. 
 
    The scene shifted again. 
 
    Taylor was making love to Jennifer. Jennifer was looking up at him, her eyes gleaming, with just the faintest hint of satisfaction on her face. 
 
    But then the scene moved outwards, and there was Suki, some twenty feet away, with the fingers of her right hand in her mouth, and her left hand clamped on her thigh. Her face was full of concern as she watched Taylor and Jennifer, or whatever Jennifer had become. 
 
    "What were you feeling then?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Jealousy," said Suki. 
 
    "Is that all?"  
 
    Suki was silent. 
 
    "Is that all you felt?" Taylor asked again, walking around her. 
 
    "No," said Suki. "I also felt fear." 
 
    "Fear of what?" 
 
    "Fear that you would be given the isotope," said Suki. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because a second dose of the isotope would likely be fatal." 
 
    "And why would you care about that?" said Taylor. 
 
    "Because... because I love you," she said, looking into his eyes. 
 
    And then he saw it. He had broken through. 
 
    Jennifer hadn't loved him. Not like that. Not in the way that Suki did. Suki's DNA had been twisted, altered, and her consciousness had been made to serve the United. But somewhere in the portion of her that had been swallowed up, was the memory of who she was, and the feelings that came with it. 
 
    Suki put her hands on Taylor's face. She stared at him wordlessly, but her eyes widened, ever so slightly. 
 
    "Help us," said Taylor.  
 
    Her hands roamed over his cheeks, and neck, and chest. 
 
    "Save us," said Taylor. 
 
    Suki bit her lips, and her eyes turned ablaze. 
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    He was back on the Judicator. They all were. Even though Taylor didn't see everyone on the bridge, he somehow knew everyone was aboard. Bill Carey and Ensign Collins and Elizabeth and Victor were there, as was... Suki. 
 
    "You don't have much time," said Suki. "Set a course for the anomaly, fast." 
 
    Taylor sprinted to the navigation console. In seconds, the mighty engines of the Judicator were fired up. They were in orbit around Corta; it would take about four minutes to reach the Black Box. 
 
    "Suki?" said Elizabeth, with a confused look on her face. 
 
    "Suki, can't they just teleport us back?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "I have set up a dispersion sublayer. They will have to work their way through it. But it will not hold them for long," said Suki. "Once you get into the Black Box, you should be safe." 
 
    "But the Black Box only goes forward in time," said Taylor. 
 
    "I will help you use it to go back," said Suki. She glanced at the viewscreen, and saw the distant shape of the Black Box move closer. 
 
    "But what about our mission?" Taylor asked. "Have we accomplished it? Is the Earth safe?" 
 
    "Yes, but-" 
 
    Suddenly, United appeared all over the Judicator, including the bridge. One of them reached out and touched Ensign Kevin Garrovick. Both the United and Garrovick disappeared. 
 
    "Don't let them touch you!" Suki shouted. 
 
    Another United appeared, and lunged for Elizabeth. Taylor instinctively reached for his conpression pistol, but he was unarmed. Elizabeth ran back, but was cornered in one part of the bridge. The United approached her. 
 
    But then Bill Carey came up from behind and grabbed the United, throwing it to the ground. Both of them vanished. Elizabeth screamed. 
 
    The Black Box loomed large in the screen. Crew all over the ship ran as they were pursued by the United. They were more fortunate as they had more space to run away then those on the bridge, but as the seconds ticked more and more of them were apprehended and returned to Corta. 
 
    On the bridge, Taylor ducked a tentacle from one of the United. He saw out of the corner of his eye the Black Box loomed large on the viewscreen. Just a few more seconds! 
 
    "Hello, Captain." 
 
    Taylor turned to see Jennifer, smiling at him. "We're not done yet, Captain Taylor," she said, reaching out. 
 
    Taylor fell backwards, stumbling, and fell on the ground. 
 
    Jennifer reached down- 
 
    And a blast sent her sprawling. 
 
    "Get away from her, you bitch!" Suki yelled. 
 
    Jennifer looked at Suki with eyes as hard as flint. She launched an energy blast at Suki. Suki responded with one of their own. They blasted each other, each trying to overcome the other's energy bursts- 
 
    And then the USS Judicator entered the Black box. 
 
    All the United on the ship vanished. All except Jennifer and Suki. 
 
    Taylor watched with mixed emotions as he saw the large hole in Jennifer's chest. She lay lifelessly on the ground. She looked so much like Jennifer... on the outside. The smoky hole, however, held silvery flesh on the inside. 
 
    "Cap...tain," said a familiar voice. 
 
    Taylor ran over to Suki. She had a large smoking hole in her belly. She had partially transformed; her bottom half was squid, the top half still her original self. 
 
    Taylor held the human half in his arms. "Suki-" 
 
    "I'm glad," she said softly. 
 
    "Glad?" 
 
    "Experiment," said Suki, and her voice dropped in volume, to a whisper. "Experiment a success." She started to lift her hand, faltered, and Taylor lifted it to his face. She looked into his eyes. "I... I feel." And then she collapsed, and her body reverted entirely, and he found himself holding a creature with one giant eye. 
 
    Taylor raised his head, still holding Suki in his arms, with horror, surprise, and shock competing for primacy on his face. Elizabeth looked at him, and her face melted in sympathy as their eyes met. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Sixteen.  
 
    Out of a crew of 54 Survey Service officers and 14 scientists, there were only 16 of them left.  
 
    It wasn't precisely clear how many of them were dead, or still captive on Corta. At the time they escaped, Taylor had the impression that approximately 28 of his crew hadn't yet been given the isotope. That meant that the United had recaptured about a dozen of them. 
 
    Taylor's back grew taut. The Survey Service never left its own behind, not ever. But he had no choice. They were flying out of control in the Black Box. There was no way to go back. The guilt of this experience, of leaving crewmembers behind, would be with him for the rest of his life. 
 
    "There was nothing you could have done, Michael," said Victor. "It was amazing that you saved any of us. No Survey Service Captain could have done any better." 
 
    Taylor looked down. He felt incredibly conflicted. 
 
    "Hey," said Elizabeth. 
 
    Taylor lifted his head. 
 
    "You did well," she said, giving him a quick kiss. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor set up a three shift rotating watch schedule with the skeleton crew he had left. He headed one watch; Ensign Collins headed the second; and Elizabeth headed the third. Taylor recalled that technically speaking, Elizabeth outranked them all, as a full Commander in the Survey Service Reserves. The day they had argued about her rank in Admiral Von Windhoek's office had seemed so long ago. 
 
    500,000,000 years ago, give or take a few million. 
 
    Taylor left Ensign Mayweather in charge of the bridge for a brief period while he met with Elizabeth, Victor, and Doctor McCrae, virtually all that were left of the senior staff. 
 
    "It seems our mission is complete," said Taylor. 
 
    "And how do we know that?" McCrae asked. 
 
    "The United claimed that the Black Box is gone from Earth, that it didn't cause any further harm," said Taylor. "And Suki basically confirmed that." 
 
    "Basically?" said Elizabeth. 
 
    "When I asked her if the Earth was safe, she said, 'Yes, but'." 
 
    "Yes... but what?" said Elizabeth. 
 
    "We were attacked," said Taylor. "She never got a chance to say more." 
 
    "It's that 'but' part that concerns me," said McCrae, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    "Me too," said Taylor. "But I don't see that we can do anything about it.  If Suki were here, she could have guided us back to Earth....  But she's not here, and we're flying out of control, into the future." 
 
    "I'm confused," said Elizabeth. "The time we just left, the year 500,000,000-" 
 
    "Plus or minus a few million years," said Victor. 
 
    Elizabeth gave him a dirty look. "The time period we just left. That's where the time tunnel was started from, correct?" 
 
    "That's where it was controlled from," said Taylor. "So we were told," he hastened to add. Could they really know anything with a certainty, under these circumstances? 
 
    "And their goal was to get people from the past, like us, to come to their time so they could use them in experiments," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "So we were told," said Taylor. 
 
    "So... why wasn't this the last stop in the time tunnel?" said Elizabeth.  
 
    "A good question," said Victor. "Perhaps they were also sending explorers into their own future." 
 
    "How far into the future?" said Elizabeth. "What if this time tunnel is... endless? Infinite? Like a chimney with no ending?" 
 
    "Let's not dwell on things we can't control," said Victor. "Let's try to look at the bright side. Suki said the Earth is safe. She said 'Yes, but', I'm an eternal optimist. I prefer to dwell on the 'yes' part. I think our mission is accomplished." 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor, looking out the window at the blackness of space. "But where are we? And when?" 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor and Elizabeth both had emotional scars to tend to. Taylor had been forced to helplessly  watch his crew get killed or converted, one by one. He had lost more than half his crew. He felt the weight of it heavily. 
 
    Elizabeth tried to console him. "Michael, if it had been anyone else, anyone at all, we would all be dead." 
 
    Taylor said nothing. 
 
    "Captain Margaret Astor, USS Aurora. Entire crew, lost." 
 
    Taylor remembered how the Ascended had tortured the Aurora's crew, until nothing was left of them. 
 
    "Captain Robert Andrews, USS Judicator. Entire crew, lost."" 
 
    Taylor remembered how the physical bodies of the Judicator crew had withered away, leaving them trapped in the virtual layer. 
 
    "Captain Audrey Spaulding, USS Exeter. Entire crew, lost."" 
 
    The Exeter crew had been killed or converted by the United. For a moment Taylor thought about Captain Spaulding. Had she really come to him in a dream, to try and help him? Or had that been Taylor's own wishful thinking? 
 
    "You saved us," said Elizabeth, interrupting his train of thought. "You saved all of us that could be saved. You were the only Survey Service Captain who could." She leaned over and kissed him. He felt her reassuring lips. 
 
    I love you, I love you. 
 
    Elizabeth still believed it. She believed that he was in love with her. 
 
    Taylor's thoughts naturally turned to Jennifer, and Suki. He hadn't been able to turn Jennifer. 
 
    But that was because Jennifer never loved him, not like Suki did. 
 
    Jennifer... for the rest of his life Taylor would not know what to think about his first officer. On one level she had been his loyal, dependable friend. But on another... she had been a temptress, one who delighted in leading men on, one who enjoyed the feeling of being wanted, and denying pleasure to those who responded. 
 
    In a way, Jennifer was a lot like the United. She had to go to extremes to feel anything. Thinking about it, Taylor wasn't sure how much Jennifer had actually changed when she became a member of the United. There had been some troubling continuity. 
 
    But at least Suki had come back to him, in the end. It was not her love for the Survey Service which had turned her, but her love for him, even those her love was unrequited, even though he had repeatedly spurned and rejected her. 
 
    And then, at the last, when she looked up at him... she had seemed happy, satisfied even. He wondered how much of her had been Suki, and how much the United. He would never know. 
 
    Taylor was suddenly aware that Elizabeth was sobbing softly. 
 
    "Hey, hey, what's wrong?" he said, taking her in his arms. 
 
    "I... I was just thinking of Bill Carey," said Elizabeth. "When he tackled that United... he gave his life to save mine." She swallowed. Her face was sweaty. "When I ask myself, would I have done the same for him, would I have sacrificed my life to save his, I have to say... the answer would be... no. And yet, he did it for me, without a second thought. Why?" She looked at him with pain in her eyes. 
 
    "He was a Survey Service officer," said Taylor, holding her closely. "That his job." 
 
    "But... I'm a Survey Service officer too," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "In the Scientific Branch," said Taylor. "It's no disrespect to your work, but I wouldn't expect Doctor McCrae to lead a squad into battle. Nor you." 
 
    She looked at him tearfully. "Will you... will give them commendations in your log?" 
 
    "I will. All of them." Especially Suki. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6: The Year 1,000,000,000 
 
      
 
    The Judicator was a ghost ship. 
 
    The ship had a normal complement of 234. With only 16 crewmembers aboard, it felt... empty. 
 
    Even more so as Taylor looked at all the empty positions on the bridge. Bridge watches were held by only a single watch officer and two crewers, crewers who were technically not qualified to even be on the bridge. 
 
    That left for a lot of empty chairs. 
 
    There was an empty chair for Bill Carey. They had started out very adversarially towards each other. Then they had bonded while both being interrogated by the Ascended in the year 8,000,000. But that had been nearly 500,000,000 years ago. 
 
    And now Bill was gone. Taylor hoped they got home if only so he could tell Bill's family how brave he had been. 
 
    There was a seat for Jennifer, of course. Taylor had very mixed feelings about his former first officer.  He couldn't blame her for what she had become. Despite the things she had done to him, both before and after becoming a member of the United, he still found that he missed her, to his surprise. He would never see that little smile again. He would never see the wonderful profile she cut in a Survey Service uniform, never be on the receiving end of a little flirtatious- 
 
    No, mustn't think of that. 
 
    There was an empty chair for Suki, Suki, who had given her life to save them. He had thought that she was an immature ensign, but ultimately, she had proven most capable than most of the crew. And she had loved him.  And he had rejected her. 
 
    And now she was gone. 
 
    It was all too much. He abruptly got up and went into his office. A few moments later Victor, who was also on the bridge, followed him. 
 
    "Are you all right, Michael?" 
 
    Taylor sat away from him, facing the empty blackness outside his window. "No, Victor, I'm not all right." 
 
    "All you Survey Service Captains are so alike," said Victor. 
 
    "Have you known many?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "A few," said Victor, sitting down in a chair. "You are all wedded to duty and honor. Which is a good thing, I suppose. Without it there would be fewer of us alive." 
 
    "I was just thinking of the crews we left behind. From the Judicator. And the Devonshire." 
 
    "Michael, the Judicator's crew were dead long before we arrived," said Victor. "All that was left was their disembodied consciousnesses. There was nothing we can do for them." 
 
    "And what of my crew, Victor? I left a dozen of them behind on Corta." 
 
    Victor shook his head. "Michael, you didn't leave anyone behind. They were taken from you. We encountered a species a half billion years more technically advanced than we were. We didn't stand a chance. But somehow, when all the other Survey Service Captains failed, you managed to save some of us. I think you're a hero." 
 
    "I don't feel like one," said Taylor. 
 
    "Of course!" Victor said, raising his voice. "Heroes seldom do." 
 
    Taylor turned his chair abruptly to face Victor, who was smiling at him. "All right, so what do we do now?" 
 
    "We go forward." 
 
    "We've been going forward for four days," said Taylor.  
 
    "The first time we jumped, it took four days to travel eight million years in time," said Victor. "The second time, it took another four days to travel 14 million years beyond that. And the third time, it took only two days to go another 486,000,000 years. It seems empirically that the amount of time we spend in the time tunnel has no linear correlation to how far forward we go in time." 
 
    "How can that be?" Taylor asked.  
 
    Victor shrugged. "Your guess is as good as mine. Perhaps the time tunnel has different temporal velocities in different segments." 
 
    "Or perhaps the time tunnel has no end," said Taylor. "Victor, the time tunnel was created in the year 500,000,000. It should have ended there. Instead, that was just a stop along the way. It doesn't make any sense."  
 
    Victor said, "I don't know, Michael. We simply don't have enough information to even speculate." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor and Elizabeth made love.  
 
    They both needed it now, both of them, because they could no longer sleep without it.  
 
    Tensions were high. It had been now been eight days since they had reentered the Black Box. Eight long days. They had never been inside this long before. So far they had not seen a single exit window. The crew was beginning to think that the tunnel went on forever. 
 
    "What do you think?" Elizabeth asked one day, as they lay together. She felt Michael's hairy chest pressed against her. It was comforting, but not enough. 
 
    "I don't know," said Taylor simply. His hand absentmindedly played with her hair bun. For some reason, he was starting to find fingering it to be erotic. He couldn't explain why, 
 
    Elizabeth felt him manipulating her bun with his fingers. "Do you think the time tunnel could go on forever?" 
 
    "What is forever?" Taylor asked. He saw the look of impatience in her face. "We have enough supplies to last us for two years." 
 
    "Two years," said Elizabeth. "Together," she said, wrapping her hand in his. 
 
    Taylor looked up at the ceiling. He still didn't love her. And yet, he kept finding his way to her bed. It was hard not to take the solace that one could find….  
 
    When he slept, he slept badly. He no longer dreamed of Pam. He was convinced that the dream he had had of her had been the result of stress, when they were prisoners of the United. 
 
    Part of Taylor wanted to give up. But he was a Survey Service Captain. Survey Service Captains didn't give up. Not ever. 
 
    Taylor made Ensign Collins his first officer. Besides himself and Collins, there was only one regular Survey Service officer left in the crew, Ensign Daniel Wood, the second engineering mate. Ensign Wood he made Chief Engineer.  
 
    He had had fewer crew than this when he had been stranded on PR-52981. But in some ways, that had been easier. At least they had landed on a planet. Here they were lost in space, apparently, forever. 
 
    Except it wasn't forever. 
 
    Elizabeth had the watch when it happened. She called Taylor to the bridge. "What is it?" he asked over the comm. 
 
    "We're coming out of the time tunnel!" 
 
    By the time Taylor got to the bridge, it had already happened. 
 
    They were in normal space. 
 
    "What happened? Did you exit a window?" 
 
    "There was no window," said Elizabeth. "We've come out. This is the end of the time tunnel!" 
 
    Taylor checked the viewscreen. 
 
    There was no sign of the Black Box. 
 
    "What year is this?" 
 
    "I... I'm not sure," said Crewman Rappaport. 
 
    "Collins!" said Taylor. 
 
    Ensign Collins, who had just arrived on the bridge, went to a vacant post and started making the star comparisons. 
 
    "Look at that, Michael," said Victor, pointing to the sun. 
 
    It was smaller than the sun they knew. 
 
    And it was fiery red. 
 
    "This can't be right," said Ensign Collins. "It... it just can't be." 
 
    "Collins?" Taylor said. 
 
    "Sir, according to the star fixes... we can't be precisely accurate, given the amount of time that has passed-" 
 
    "Collins!" 
 
    "We're roughly a billion years out, sir. A billion years ahead of our own time," said Collins. 
 
    "A billion years?" said Elizabeth. Her jaw dropped. "Is that even possible?" 
 
    "Look at the sun, Elizabeth," said Wade Tanner, the astrophysicist. "It's become a red dwarf. Our scientists calculated it would happen in around... a billion years." 
 
    They stared at the red sun. 
 
    "Collins," said Taylor. "Scan for the Earth." 
 
    "....got it, sir." 
 
    "Put it on screen." 
 
    The earth appeared on the viewscreen. But it was not the Earth they knew. 
 
    The oceans were gone. Completely. In the year 500,000,000, the United had flooded the entire planet and submerged the continents to cope with the rising heat put out by the sun. By the year one billion, the oceans had evaporated entirely. The entire planet was... dry. It was one big land mass, of varying heights. 
 
    "Lifesigns," said Taylor. 
 
    Collins scanned a moment longer. "Not that I can detect, sir." 
 
    "I wonder if humanity survived," said Taylor. 
 
    "Even in the year 8,000,000, we were told that they had moved on to the stars. They must have," said Victor. 
 
    "But in what form? In the year 500,000,000, they were giant shape changing squids. Who knows what humanity will have become in another half billion years," said Taylor. He shook his head. "No signs of life. Why, then, would the time tunnel end here? It makes no sense." 
 
    "Captain, there is... something ahead of us," said Ensign Collins. 
 
    "Identify," said Taylor. There was a fuzzy, blurry smudge on the viewscreen. And it was getting bigger.  
 
    "I can't," said Collins. "I am only getting the faintest of readings." 
 
    What were they even looking at? Taylor wasn't sure. He saw they were closing on it rapidly. "Adjust course to-" 
 
    But it was too late. The Judicator entered the phenomenon. They felt some kind of electrical charge pass through them that made their hair stand on end. Suddenly, the hull of the Judicator became transparent. The crew became weightless. They began to float through the hull of the ship. 
 
    "Try to grab onto something!" Taylor shouted, as his body started to float towards the ceiling. He clutched at the armrest of his chair. It had some density to it, but was rapidly fading. 
 
    He watched helplessly as Ensign Collins floated through the roof of the ship, screaming as he vanished. 
 
    "Wade!" Elizabeth cried, barely hanging onto a chair by her fingertips. 
 
    Doctor Wade Tanner screamed as he floated through the viewscreen. Seconds later they could see his body, doing summersaults, on the other side of the viewscreen.  
 
    Taylor lost his grip on his armrest. Elizabeth lost hers on her chair. They both began to float to the ceiling. For a moment, their eyes met. One final time- 
 
    And then they felt that electrical charge again, and their bodies slammed to the floor. 
 
    The solid floor.  
 
    Taylor got up with a groan. He saw Elizabeth, and Victor... and no one else. 
 
    Ensign Collins, Wade Tanner, and Crewman Rappaport were gone. 
 
    "All hands, report!" said Taylor, activating the comm.  
 
    "Oh my God," said Elizabeth.  
 
    She was looking at the viewscreen. They could see the spinning bodies of members of the crew. Floating in space. 
 
    "Everyone still aboard, sound off!" Taylor yelled again. 
 
    "McCrae, in sickbay," said Doctor McCrae. 
 
    "Vincent Roman, science section," came a second voice. 
 
    "Anyone else? Is there anyone else aboard?" Taylor asked. 
 
    A moment later, there was one more. "Ensign Wood. Engineering." 
 
    And that was it. 
 
    Sixteen crewmembers had been lost. 
 
    There were only six of them left. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Victor, what was that?" Taylor asked.  
 
    "Michael, I'm a sociologist," said Victor. "I have no idea." 
 
    "Wade was our last astrophysicist," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "What about Vincent?" 
 
    "Anthropology," said Elizabeth, making a face at the mention of his name. 
 
    Suddenly, the image on the viewscreen changed. 
 
    It was white. 
 
    The universe outside had turned completely white. 
 
    "What?" said Taylor. "What do scanners report?" he asked automatically. 
 
    There was no one left to answer. Only Elizabeth and Victor were with him on the bridge. 
 
    Taylor activated the comm. "McCrae, Vincent, Wood. All of you, get up to the bridge." 
 
    They appeared a few moments later. They stared at the viewscreen, as perplexed as he was. 
 
    The universe had turned white. 
 
    "I'll entertain any theories, any at all, even if you're not an expert in the field," said Taylor, trying not to sound desperate. 
 
    "I don't think any of us would be an expert in this field," said Victor. "It's almost as if... we've moved into a different dimension." 
 
    And then, suddenly, ahead of them, a pyramid appeared. A white one. At the top of the pyramid, they saw a conduit of energy pouring down.  
 
    "That wasn't there a moment ago," said Victor. 
 
    "An invitation?" said Elizabeth. 
 
    "Possibly," said Taylor. He checked the atmosphere outside. There was none. Who was qualified to make an EVA? The answer was obvious. 
 
    "I'll go," said Taylor.  
 
    "No," said Elizabeth, automatically. She grabbed his arm protectively. 
 
    "Elizabeth, we have to find out what's happening to us," said Taylor.  
 
    "We'll all go," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "No. It's too dangerous," said Taylor. 
 
    Elizabeth actually laughed. "Michael, 16 of us just got blown into space. We're lost in the year one billion. I don't think there's any place that qualifies as safe at the moment." 
 
    Taylor was about to argue when Victor took his arm. "Michael. There are only six of us left. We should all go." 
 
    Taylor paused for a moment, then nodded. "All right. Let's get suited up." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    When the airlock door opened, the outside environment was unreal. It was all white. It was hard to see. It was very misty and cloudy.  
 
    "What are we looking at?" Elizabeth asked over her suit radio. "It looks unreal." 
 
    "I know," said Taylor. He cautiously took a step out of the airlock. Although it looked like his foot was stepping on white nothingness, it held. He took another step, and another. "It seems to be able to hold our weight. 
 
    The others followed. 
 
    The pyramid wasn't far. They could see the blazing energy bolt coming down onto the very top. 
 
    "So this is what the year one billion looks like," said Victor. "I'll have to be sure to get back home to tell everyone." 
 
    "And I'll take you there, if I can figure out a way," said Taylor. 
 
    As they walked they saw... odd shapes. Blurry, glowing things. They were hard to even see. If one looked directly at them, they became almost totally transparent. Out of the corner of the eye, they looked like glowing shapes, of different colors. 
 
    "I wonder what this is," said Victor, looking at a green multisided shape. 
 
    "Victor, don't touch anything." 
 
    Victor drew back from it. 
 
    "Stay close. We're going to the pyramid," said Taylor. 
 
    They soon got close to it. There were steps leading to the top, steps apparently made of white marble.  
 
    "This is it, Michael," said Elizabeth. 
 
    Taylor nodded. "I don't suppose it would do any good to ask you to stay behind?" 
 
    "No, it wouldn't," said Elizabeth. "We go up together." 
 
    They started climbing.  
 
    "I never thought it would end this way," said Elizabeth. "At the end of time, climbing a white pyramid." 
 
    "Oh, I think it's a bit premature to call this the end," said Victor. 
 
    "You're the eternal optimist, Victor," said Taylor. 
 
    "I have to be! I'm still around, aren't I?" Victor said. 
 
    As they climbed, a ball of yellow light suddenly moved towards them. 
 
    "Watch out!" said Taylor. But in their slow moving suits they couldn't evade it. 
 
    The light hovered in front of Ensign Wood. "It's... it's blinding me!" 
 
    There was a flash, and Ensign Wood was gone. 
 
    "Wood!" Taylor cried.  
 
    "He's gone!" said Elizabeth. 
 
    Taylor looked up. They were almost half way to the top. "Keep climbing!" 
 
    They slowly resumed the climb. But then the light returned again. This time it hovered over Doctor McCrae. "Captain, I-" his voice cut off. 
 
    "McCrae? McCrae?" Taylor turned his head to where he thought McCrae was. He was gone. "Everyone, keep climbing as fast as you can." 
 
    But they were slow and lumbering in their spacesuits. Vincent was the next to go. After him went Victor. 
 
    Taylor looked up. They were almost at the top. He and Elizabeth were the only ones left. "Elizabeth, I see a door!" 
 
    "Michael-" she began. And then there was a flash, and she was gone. 
 
    Gone. 
 
    Taylor looked around. There was no one else behind him. 
 
    He was the last survivor of his expedition. He felt the rising edge of panic, but he pushed past it, moving up to the door. He was almost at the top. 
 
    The door was inlaid with some exotic pattern. As he got close to it, the door opened. 
 
    Michael stepped inside. 
 
    He was on the top of the pyramid. 
 
    But he was also in his bedroom, back home. The bedroom he had grown up in as a child. The only difference is that this bedroom was all white, it had no roof, and there was a giant beam of power flooding down from the heavens, not ten feet from his bed. 
 
    Taylor looked at the beam of light. What did it all mean? 
 
    As he looked, he suddenly realized that his helmet was gone. 
 
    And then his spacesuit. 
 
    He took a cautious breath, and then another. He felt a heaviness in his head. 
 
    And then he found himself lying in bed. His bed, but not his bed. 
 
    Suddenly, he felt very tired. The heavy feeling in his head intensified. 
 
    A shape appeared in the beam of light. Slowly, it solidified. A form came out of it. 
 
    A woman. 
 
    The love of his life. 
 
    Pam. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Pam." His voice was a harsh, guttural croak. What was happening to him? He was getting more and more tired. 
 
    She came over to his bedside. "Michael," she said. 
 
    That one word excited him more than anything. 
 
    "Pam... how....?" he noticed she was wearing her special white dress. The same dress she had worn in his dream. 
 
    "Shhhh!" she said. "You must rest, and let it happen." 
 
    Taylor was getting weaker and weaker. He could barely raise his head. "Pam...." he said. 
 
    The last thing he saw was her face, looking down on him with apparent concern, and then it all went out of focus. 
 
    And then, nothing. 
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    Or, something. 
 
    Colors.  
 
    Shapes. 
 
    Sides. 
 
    Sizes. 
 
    Michael Taylor passed through a universe of universes. He could not begin to comprehend what he was seeing. Each image was rapidly replaced by another. It was as if he were rapidly traveling across galaxies. Or perhaps galaxies were rapidly traveling across him. Space and time and other things he didn't even have a name for had no bound. 
 
    He was everything, and he was nothing. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    And then, once again, he was Michael Taylor. 
 
    A Lieutenant Commander in the United Survey Service. 
 
    Michael sat up in bed. His bed. 
 
    But now the environment was different. 
 
    The blazing tube of light was gone. And everything was clear. There was no fuzziness. There were no mists.  
 
    And the heaviness in his head was gone. 
 
    Michael looked out from the top of the pyramid. Now it was clear, and he could see for miles and miles. It was as if a fog had cleared up. 
 
    "It's all changed," he said. 
 
    "Nothing has been changed. Except for you." 
 
    Michael wheeled around, and saw the love of his life. 
 
    "Pam!" he cried. 
 
    She was still wearing That Dress. 
 
    The dress from their love-cation. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They had decided to call it their love-cation. 
 
    Taylor had been away from Earth for more than two months, and Pam missed him terribly. He only had a week of shore leave, but they decided to make the most of it.  
 
    There was a resort in Sydney, right on the beach, a top rated five star hotel. They would go out, enjoy the beach, go dancing in the evening, and make love every night. 
 
    As promised, Pam made hot, spicy love to Taylor every night. She couldn't get enough of him. They would make love for hours, first with Taylor on top, and then Pam.  
 
    "I just can't get enough of you," she would say, looking at him with half-lidded eyes as they had relations. 
 
    And then there was the dress. At first Taylor thought it was a bathing suit. It looked like a long white curtain, in the shape of a "V", with each arm coming down over a shoulder to cover one breast, and then meeting at the joining of her legs before sliding underneath. The material was incredibly sheer, leaving little to the imagination.  
 
    Taylor's jaw had dropped the first time he had seen it. "What kind of dress is that?" he asked. 
 
    "The kind designed to keep my man interested," said Pam, pressing her body against his, and giving him a strong kiss. He reciprocated eagerly.  
 
    "Ummm," said Taylor. "With that dress on, I'll always be interested." 
 
    "I'll have to wear it every evening, then," said Pam. 
 
    And she did! And Taylor never got tired of it. And so Pam's spectacular white dress became known as the official resortware for the remainder of their "love-cation".  
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    And Pam was wearing that same dress now. The woman in the dress looked exactly like her. Except in the eyes. Her eyes were green, like Pam's, but they were... somehow lacking. 
 
    "Who... who are you?" Taylor asked. His voice now sounded normal again. 
 
    The woman spoke slowly. "Kockk." 
 
    "What?" said Taylor. 
 
    "Kockk," said the woman. "You do not kockk?" 
 
    "I... I don't...." Taylor looked confused. 
 
    The woman gave him an odd look. "I have appeared in the form of one known to you. One who you have devoted a considerable amount of thought to." 
 
    "Pam. Her name was Pam." 
 
    "Pam," said the woman. "You may call me that, if it will help you kockk." 
 
    Taylor frowned. "Who... what are you?" 
 
    "What are you?" the woman who looked like Pam asked. 
 
    "My name is- Lieutenant Commander Michael Taylor " 
 
    "Of something called the United Survey Service," said Pam. "This United Survey Service. This is your... group?" 
 
    "Yes, my group," said Taylor. "Let's start again. Is this really the year one billion?" 
 
    Pam paused a moment and stared at his mind. "No. By your reckoning, this is approximately the year 1,002,074,182." 
 
    "The year-" 
 
    "1,002,074,182." 
 
    It was a hard thing to grasp. He had come farther into the future than any human being. "Are you... human?" he asked. 
 
    "You mean a finiteral, like yourself?" 
 
    "Finiteral. You mean, finite?" 
 
    "Yes," said Pam, and she smiled for the first time. "You kockk. Very good. No, in answer to your question, I am not a finiteral. I am a research and development tool created by Us." 
 
    "A tool? You are not alive?" 
 
    "I do not kockk. I do not know precisely what you mean by 'alive'. I am constructed of matter, like you, and at times can be composed of organic matter." 
 
    "At times?" said Taylor. "You can change your composition?" 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    Taylor wet his lips. "In the last place I visited, in the year 500,000,000, we met a race of beings called the United. They claimed to be composed of self-aware cells which could change shape. Are you like them?" 
 
    "No, not like them," said Pam. "I kockk the beings you speak of. We are the... evolutionary descendents of them. In their time only the cells of their body were self-aware. We have evolved beyond that." 
 
    "Beyond self-aware cells? What is beyond that?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "We have evolved into self-aware atoms." 
 
    "Self aware atoms?" said Taylor. 
 
    "Yes," said Pam. "We can be self aware in any form: what you call carbon, sodium, helium, iron, radium, selenium, or any of the 912 basic elements. Essentially, we are self-aware matter." 
 
    Taylor's jaw dropped. "You are self-aware matter of the universe... which can change into or be any form?" 
 
    "Correct," said Pam. "You kockk." 
 
    "I kockk," Taylor agreed. "But... that's incredible!" 
 
    "For a finiteral, I imagine it would be," said Pam pleasantly. 
 
    "And so if you're descended from the United, who in turn are descended from humanity, then... you are humanity's ultimate descendents." 
 
    Pam got a slightly pained look. "Over a very, very distant period of time." 
 
    Taylor paused. "The... the United, when we met them, were in crisis. They had screaned the true nature of the universe and had nothing left to discover. They had evolved to a point where they had nothing to live for, not even motivations. Did you ever solve that problem?" 
 
    Pam gave a small smile. "What you refer to as screaning refers only to a very, very basic  understanding of Tisson Crae. There are many components far beyond screaning, notably trista, shursta, Formos, and especially expra. We can expra and vesper far beyond the primitive standards of half a billion of your years ago." 
 
    "So... your species is not in crisis? You're perfectly happy?" 
 
    Pam frowned again. "I do not fully kockk what you mean by 'happy'. But we do have purpose." 
 
    "And what is that?" 
 
    "To expra the universe, and to vesper new ones, of course." 
 
    As Taylor tried to absorb that, Pam looked pointedly at him. "And now, if your questions have been answered, may I begin my examination?" 
 
    "Examination?" 
 
    "Yes, I have been sent to examine you," said Pam. 
 
    "Who sent you?" 
 
    "We did." 
 
    "Who are we?" 
 
    "We are Us," said Pam. 
 
    "No kockk," said Taylor. "What is Us?" 
 
    "Us is who We are. As I have already said, I am a research and diagnostic tool created by Us," said Pam. "I was the 1018th member of Us. Currently there are 1024." 
 
    "You call yourself a tool. Are you self-aware? Sentient?" 
 
    "Yes, of course. I am a life form, much more sophisticated than you," said Pam. "Though of course, you see me in my abbreviated form, when I am not part of Us." 
 
    "You... you're like the United, then? You merge together into one, big lifeform?" 
 
    "Our merging is much more thoroughly and qualitatively complete than the beings you refer to as the United," said Pam. "We merge on the molecular level. When I return to Us, the being you are talking to now will no longer exist as you see it." 
 
    "No longer exist?" 
 
    "Unless We decide to call on this being to act independently again." 
 
    "So, when you are part of your group, you do not exist?" 
 
    "Of course I exist. As a segment of the whole." 
 
    "But as you are now... you  make decisions on your own now. When you are part of Us- 
 
    "The group makes all the decisions. My consciousness, for want of a better term, is submerged into the whole." 
 
    Taylor gave her an odd look. "Don't you wish to exist on your own?" 
 
    "Why would I, unless I am needed?" 
 
    Taylor realized that Pam, whatever she was, had sentience... but no desire to exist. Victor would have found her fascinating. 
 
    "And now, may we begin?" Pam asked. 
 
    "Begin what?" 
 
    "I have been sent to study the way of your finiterals. I have accessed your memories, but still have many questions." 
 
    "And if I answer your questions, what will you do then?" 
 
    "Why, then I will end you, of course," said Pam. 
 
    "End me. You mean... kill me?" 
 
    Pam bit her lip. "Your language is so limited. It is hard to find the precise meaning I seek. But I think... kill…" She appeared to weigh the word. "Kill… kill… kill…." She looked at Taylor. "Yes, that word will do as good as any. The answer to your question is yes, I will kill you when we are done." She frowned. "You seemed disturbed by this. Is there a problem?" 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Would it surprise you to learn that I don't want to be killed?" Taylor asked. 
 
    Pam shrugged. "You are a finiteral. Does it really matter?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Well, your existence is going to end at some finite point, is it not?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. "But that doesn't mean I want it to end sooner, rather than later." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "I have things to do, places to go, people to see." 
 
    "But your existence is already so short! A few of your years more, or less, is barely the blink of an eye." 
 
    "To you, perhaps. But not to us." 
 
    Pam frowned. "Will you cooperate?" 
 
    "And what if I don't?" 
 
    Pam shrugged. "Then I will... kill… you now and return to Us for reassignment." 
 
    That was his choice. To die now, or to die later. Taylor knew which one he would choose. 
 
    "I'd love to answer some questions," said Taylor. "The longer the better." 
 
    "None of my questions will be truly long," said Pam. 
 
    "That was a joke," said Taylor. 
 
    "I do not kockk," said Pam. 
 
    "More's the pity," said Taylor. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "I have more questions,” said Pam. “You were created by these two finiterals, correct?" 
 
    "Correct," said Taylor, staring uncomfortably at the act which created him. 
 
    "What purpose were you created for?" Pam asked. 
 
    "What purpose?" 
 
    "I was created as a research and diagnostic tool. What purpose were you created for?" 
 
    Taylor made a face. "I wasn't created for any particular purpose... other than that my parents wanted to have a child." 
 
    "Aimless reproduction?" said Pam. 
 
    "Not aimless," said Taylor. "My parents wanted to have a child." 
 
    "Mindless reproduction without a purpose," Pam marveled. "How chaotic. I do not kockk." 
 
    "Which is probably why you don't have kids," said Taylor. 
 
    "How did your father select which genes to imbue to you during this process?" Pam asked. 
 
    "He didn't. It was totally random," said Taylor. 
 
    "Random." Pam almost seemed to gasp when she said the word. "And the female?" 
 
    "My mother, you mean. She didn't pick what genes to offer either. That was random too," said Taylor.  
 
    "The creation of a totally random being," said Pam. 
 
    "Well, maybe not totally random," said Taylor. "My mother, she always said she liked my father's smile and her sense of humor. And my father, he said he fell in love with my mother's big-" suddenly, aware of the way she was staring at him, he broke off. "All right, it was pretty random, I suppose." 
 
    "And out of this randomness... came you," said Pam. "I still do not kockk. Why did your parents create you?" 
 
    "For the pleasure of having a child." 
 
    "A child with no purpose?" 
 
    "It is hard to explain," said Taylor. He took one of Pam's hands. "Human beings have feelings for their children, just like some humans have feelings for each other." He squeezed her hand. "When I held Pam's hand like this, she felt something." 
 
    Pam looked down. "The pressure of your hand on hers?" 
 
    "No," said Taylor. "More than that. A feeling of attraction, of happiness." 
 
    Pam frowned, looking down at her hand, and at him. She pulled her hand away. "I do not kockk. I must expra this further." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Pam returned him to the Judicator. "I sense your body is in need of rest. Do so, and we shall resume later," she said.  
 
    Taylor looked around. The ship was empty. "What happened to my crew?" 
 
    "The beings who accompanied you? When you first arrived, your ship fell into a transdimensional rift. You went partially out of phase." 
 
    "That's when some of us fell out of the ship?" 
 
    "Actually, to be precise, your ship fell out of you," said Pam. "When we realized this, we stabilized the dimensional integrity around your ship." 
 
    "I suppose I should thank you for that," said Taylor. 
 
    Pam looked at him expectantly.  
 
    "What?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "You said you should thank me, but you did not," said Pam. "Have you changed your mind?" 
 
    Was she flirting with him? Her face was set in stone. He couldn't tell what she was thinking. 
 
    "Thank you for that," said Taylor. "I wouldn't have enjoyed floating outside my ship without a spacesuit." 
 
    Pam looked at him with green eyes. "And now, according to your custom,  I am supposed to say that you are welcome. But what purpose would that serve?" 
 
    "In my culture, it makes one feel good to express thanks, and even better to know that the thanks have been appreciated." 
 
    Pam shrugged. "It is irrelevant. We acted to preserve specimens for further analysis. Does that make you 'feel better'?" 
 
    "Not exactly," said Taylor. She looked like Pam, and sounded like Pam, but she was cold inside. Cold, and maybe… something else. 
 
    A new thought occurred to him. "Six of us left the ship, in spacesuits. Five of us were hit by energy bolts and vanished." 
 
    "That was I," said Pam. "I vespered them." 
 
    "Vespered?" 
 
    Pam's expression clouded. "Killed. Yes, I believe that is the word, I killed them." 
 
    Elizabeth. McCrae. Vincent. Victor. Daniel Wood. Killed by this alien. And she seemed almost proud of it. 
 
    "Is something wrong?" Pam asked. 
 
    "Yes, there is," said Taylor, his voice choked with emotion. "It is wrong to kill." 
 
    "But you are finiteral. What does it matter if you are killed a few seconds earlier or later than your inevitable end?" 
 
    "They are not seconds, they are years," said Taylor. 
 
    "They are years to you," said Pam. "They are the equivalent of a blink of an eye for us." 
 
    Taylor paused, looking at her. "You're going to kill me too, aren't you?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Of course," said Pam. "But do not worry, I will not kill you before I have the information I require." 
 
    "I cannot tell you how happy that makes me feel," said Taylor. 
 
    "Good," said Pam, and she actually smiled! "I will return after you have rested." 
 
    And she was gone, leaving Taylor alone in a large, empty starship. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor couldn't sleep. He forced himself to eat, and he had tried going to his quarters and lying down, but he couldn't sleep. 
 
    He knew how this process was going to end. Pam had been remarkably open about it. She was going to kill him once she was done. 
 
    Kill. The word evoked the image of being stabbed, or shot, or blasted. But it was much more likely that he would simply be winked out of existence. He would not feel a thing. 
 
    That didn't comfort him. Technically, his mission had been a success. The Earth appeared to have been saved. Or had it? He would have to be sure to ask Pam. But even if the Earth's future was secure, it was of small comfort to Michael Taylor. To die here, a billion years in the future... it was the loneliest kind of end he could ever imagine for himself. 
 
    Taylor thought of all the crew he had lost. He thought of Victor, and Elizabeth, and Suki and even Jennifer. Right now he even found himself missing Jennifer. He gave a small laugh. 
 
    And then finally he got tired of roaming the corridors, and slumped down against a wall, and closed his eyes, and let nature take its course. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Are you rested?" 
 
    Taylor sat up abruptly. Pam was standing by his bed. 
 
    By his bed. How had he gotten there? Did Pam, who claimed to have no feelings, take pity on him and bring him to his bed? Why would a diagnostic tool with no empathy do that? Did she think he would get more efficient sleep that way? 
 
    He looked at her. She had a neutral expression on her face. She was still wearing the same stunning white dress she had worn on the love-cation. She was so beautiful! He missed Pam so much. 
 
    "I had thought assuming this form would please you," said Pam. "But if you wish, I can assume another." 
 
    Suddenly he realized she could read his mind. Did he want Pam gone, even this two-dimensional, almost emotionless version of Pam? 
 
    No! She was his only comfort, the only distant reminder of the life he had left behind. 
 
    "Then let us begin again," said Pam. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They were watching Taylor, eating alone, in the cafeteria. The time seemed to have been several hours earlier. But to Taylor's surprise, Taylor, the other Taylor, actually saw him and Pam. 
 
    "What are you doing here?" he asked, looking at Taylor and Pam. 
 
    Taylor looked at Pam. "Have we actually travelled back in time several hours?" 
 
    "Yes," said Pam.  
 
    "But... I have no memory of you, or a future version of me, being here while I ate." 
 
    "That's because it hadn't happened yet. We have just changed the timeline." 
 
    "You can do that?" 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    The other Taylor's eyes narrowed. "You're from the future?" 
 
    "A few hours," said Taylor. "I wish I had something useful to tell you, but I don't. We just resumed our little discussion." 
 
    "What do you want?" the other Taylor asked. 
 
    "To understand the nature of consumption," said Pam. "You consume enormous amounts of nutrients every day to fuel your inefficient bodies." 
 
    "And you don't? You don't eat?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "No. Why would I?" Pam asked. 
 
    "Don't you run out of energy?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Energy. Mass. It is all part of the same equation," said Pam. "Nothing is wasted. Nothing is lost. " 
 
    "What do you want to know about eating?" the other Taylor asked. 
 
    "You consume what you call food for nutrients, but in your thoughts, I perceive that is not your main purpose," said Pam. "You consume for the taste, do you not?" 
 
    "Yes," said the other Taylor. "We like food that tastes good." 
 
    "And how do you know what 'good' is?" Pam asked. 
 
    The other Taylor shrugged. "Our taste buds are programmed to like certain things. The taste of beef. Sugar. Salt." 
 
    "But these tastes are ephemeral, are they not?" Pam asked. "Your culture has all kinds of elaborate rituals surrounding the preparation and consumption of nutrients. You are focused on the taste, but when you put the nutrients in your mouth, you only taste it, as you call it, for a brief second. When it enters your digestion system, you do not continue to taste it, do you?" 
 
    "No," said the other Taylor. 
 
    "Do you select foods based on their nutritional value, or their tastes?" 
 
    "Both," said the other Taylor. And then, "But mostly, on the taste." 
 
    "So you put large quantities of substances in your body, not based on your nutritional needs, but rather because of an ephemeral sensation, an ephemeral sensation that only lasts as long as it takes for the food to go past your tongue and down your throat?" 
 
    "That's... basically correct," said the other Taylor. 
 
    Pam turned to Taylor. "I do not kockk." 
 
    "We don't always make decisions based on rational choices," said Taylor. 
 
    Pam looked at the other Taylor's tray. It was filled with chocolate ice cream. "I can see that." 
 
    "Sometimes food serves another function," said Taylor. "As a comfort, when we are under stress." 
 
    "Food gives you an emotional feeling?" Pam said. 
 
    "Sometimes, yes," said Taylor. 
 
    "Interesting," said Pam. 
 
    The other Taylor looked at Taylor. "Don't forget to ask her about-" 
 
    "I won't," said Taylor. 
 
    And then the scene shifted. They were in the bathroom. Taylor was sitting on the toilet, with his Survey Service pants around his legs. 
 
    "Oh no, not you two again. Not here. Not now," said the other Taylor. 
 
    Taylor turned to Pam. "I shouldn't be made to do this with an audience watching." 
 
    "Thank you," said the other Taylor, looking relieved. 
 
    "What just happened?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "He can no longer see us," said Pam.  
 
    Suddenly the toilet grew opaque, so they could see through it. 
 
    "Err," said the other Taylor, gritting his teeth as he bore down. 
 
    "Why are we here?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "We have studied one end of the consumption process," said Pam. "To be thorough, we must study the other." 
 
    "I wish you didn't have to be so thorough," said Taylor. 
 
    "Err!" said the other Taylor."Errr, errr, errrr! Aaaaah!" he said. Suddenly, they could see a brown oval, the first of three, slide out of his bottom into the toilet. "Aaaah!" said the other Taylor, as a stream of yellow liquid came out the other end. 
 
    Taylor looked at the other Taylor's face. His jaw was dropped open, and his eyes were almost vacant, staring out into space. Was that really how he looked every time he- 
 
    "I have questions," said Pam, as they watched the process conclude. 
 
    "I'm sure you do," said Taylor.  
 
    "Collectively, your kind generates an enormous amount of this waste material," said Pam. "This is how much you generate in a day." A full toilet bowl appeared in front of them. 
 
    "This is how much in one of your weeks." Two canisters appeared in front of them, one brown, one yellow. 
 
    "This is the amount in a month." 
 
    The canisters were much larger now, almost waist high. 
 
    "And this is how much in one of your years." 
 
    Suddenly they were looking at a giant room, flooded from top to bottom with solid and liquid waste. The brown and yellow swirled around, with some of the solid matter floating on top.  
 
    "That's a lot of stuff," said Taylor, looking at it without much enthusiasm. "Are you sure that all came out of me?" 
 
    "Yes," said Pam. 
 
    Taylor turned to her. "Why are you showing me this?" 
 
    "Your species produces an inordinate amount of waste material. I have only shown you the amount produced by you in a year's time. Twelve billion of your species produces even more," said Pam. "My question is, does your species do more harm than good?" 
 
    Careful. 
 
    Taylor turned his eyes away from the giant room filled with piss and shit. His piss and shit.  
 
    "It's true our bodies produce waste," said Taylor. "And I wouldn't say it's ideal. But the existence of human beings produces far more value to the galaxy than the harm produced by their waste, which by the way breaks down quickly  and is absorbed by the environment." 
 
    "You speak of things of value produced by mankind," said Pam. She looked at the floating piles of shit and piss in the other room and wrinkled her nose. "I do not kockk." 
 
    "We produce... civilization. Art, and literature, and culture, and scientific innovation," said Taylor. He saw the skeptical look on Pam's face. "And we produce enjoyment. Enjoyment of life." 
 
    "Life... for the purpose of enjoying life?" Pam asked. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "It sounds suspiciously like circular reasoning," said Pam, and Taylor got the feeling that she was considering terminating him on the spot. 
 
    He spoke up again quickly. "And of course, our greatest innovation was you. You are descended from humanity, are you not?" 
 
    "Distantly," said Pam, looking scornfully at him. "Very distantly." 
 
    "No matter how distant, without us, there would be no you." 
 
    "Yes, there would," said Pam. 
 
    "There would?" 
 
    "There are others in the universe who have evolved to be like Us. If there were no Us, there would still be others like Us." 
 
    "But you would not exist," said Taylor. 
 
    "And so? What is your point?" said Pam. 
 
    "Doesn't your existence hold value for you?" 
 
    Pam shrugged. "I exist. I serve a purpose. But if I did not exist, what would it matter?" 
 
    "It matters a great deal," said Taylor. "We have learned that life, all sentient life, is precious." 
 
    Pam looked at him and frowned. "I do not kockk. I must expra." 
 
    "You do that," said Taylor.  
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    "Have you completed your analysis of the finiteral yet?"  49 asked. 
 
    Pam was reporting back to Us. She had temporarily rejoined the group but had not formally reintegrated into it; she was connected but not submerged. She was communicating with other members who were also connected but not fully submerged. There were various states of consciousness and individualism within Us; when a member was fully submerged, the member had no feelings or thoughts of their own. They were fully part of the group. 
 
    There were currently 1024 members of Us. They had no names that could be expressed in English, a spoken language more than a million years old. They had ways to identify each other, but their identification were conceptual in nature, and could not be expressed in words. 
 
    Instead, an outsider might view them, for identification purposes, by the order in which they were created or joined Us. The entity which was 49th to join Us had posed the question; Pam herself was the 1018th member to join the group, by an act of creation. 
 
    " I am almost finished," said Pam. Pam didn't look like Pam any longer. She was simply a bulging mass of matter, floating out in another dimension, a dimension where all was white around them. Neither did Pam actually speak, or communicate in any conventional way; and yet she was wholly and instantly understood by Us.  
 
    "It is a waste of time," said 1012. 1012 had been created shortly before Pam. His function was to be an expediter, to encourage others to reach decisions. He and Pam had worked closely together in the past, she in analyzing situations, and 1012 in encouraging her to reach solutions. We found that they worked exceptionally well together.  He spoke to her now. "You always have a fascination for finiterals. Remember the species shaped like round parasites? You spent fourteen and a half microcycles analyzing them, when half of one would have sufficed. Why waste time on a limited species which will not exist anyway in any number of cycles?" 
 
    "It is precisely because these species are limited that I spend time on them," said Pam. "If they are not examined now, there may never be another opportunity. This species itself is from a billion years in our past. Think of the tremendous learning opportunity." 
 
    "And what can you possibly learn from finiterals?" 49 asked. 
 
    "They have the most unusual motivations. They have a most unusual web of feelings and relationships," said Pam. "They have feelings, but not as we do. Theirs are much more intense and complicated." 
 
    "Complicated? I doubt it. More like irrational," said 49.  
 
    "Let 1018 proceed," said 37. 
 
    "You always defend 1018, 37," said 24. "You were instrumental in creating 1018. That colors your thinking. 1018 was created as a research and diagnostic tool for the further development of the cosmos, not for the study of these insignificant beings. Tine is being consumed." 
 
    "What is time, when we have so much of it?" said 37. "Let 1018 proceed, for a time." 
 
    "Very well," said 49.  "1018, you may proceed. But while the universe is infinite, our patience is not. You have important work to return to." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    In their next session, Pam said, "Let us discuss the nature of your existence." 
 
    Suddenly, they were in Perth, watching a young Michael Taylor receive his commission "with all the rights and responsibilities as an Ensign in the United Survey Service." The audience clapped wildly. 
 
    “You think much of this Survey Service. It is a significant part of your existence," said Pam. 
 
    "It is," said Taylor.  
 
    "How does it define you?" 
 
    "The Survey Service... it's many things," said Taylor. "It's an exploration service. It's in our very name, to survey new planets. We also have a scientific branch which helps us in discover new phenomena. But our primary function is to protect. To protect the people of the planet Earth, and its associated colonies." 
 
    "There is a memory. One you often think of, time and time again," said Pam, 
 
    Taylor was bleeding from a number of cuts; his face and chest were bloody.  
 
    He watched as a squad of Survey Service marines advanced on their position. They were guarding three people who strode purposefully, confidently, wearing full dress Survey Service uniforms. The woman in the center had captain’s shoulder bars and cuffs. She stood erect, her back square, her eyes gleaming, her pace strong and unrelenting.  
 
    The Captain strode forward, flanked by two officers, who were both brandishing blasters. 
 
    The woman looked at them silently for a moment, not sure who to address. "My name is Captain Margaery Chung of the United Survey Service Ship Caledonia," she said finally. "I'm looking for survivors of a ship that crashed just a few miles from here. Has anyone seen them?" 
 
    She looked around. The locals were in awe; of her, of her pressed uniform with its bold colors, of her guards, of her ship. It was like the day they had arrived all over again. 
 
    "Do any of you understand me?" she asked. 
 
    Taylor cleared his throat. Her attention immediately focused on him. 
 
    "My name..." he began, but then he lost his voice, because his throat was so raw. He tried again. "My name is Michael Taylor. Lieutenant Michael Taylor. Acting Captain of the USS Asgard." And his voice began to choke up as he said, "I'm the last surviving officer." And he raised a bloody arm and saluted. 
 
    "You think of this moment often. It gives you pleasure. Why is that?" Pam asked.  
 
    "For several reasons," said Taylor. "Our ship... we had been forced to make a landing on a planet filled with less developed people. We were far off the trade lanes. We thought we would be stranded there for life. And then when Captain Margaery Chung of the USS Caledonia came into view, wearing her finest dress uniform, surrounded by Survey Service marines, she just looked so...." his voice trailed off. 
 
    "So what?" Pam asked. 
 
    "She... she evoked strong emotion in me," said Taylor. 
 
    "Captain Margaery Chung?" 
 
    "Not just her. The uniform.” 
 
    "The uniform?" 
 
    "It is the prime symbol of the Survey Service. Don't you see? If it were any other organization, we would be declared lost and given up on. But the Survey Service never gives up on its own. They kept searching for us, until they found us. I felt a great deal of pride that day, when the Survey Service showed up to save us. It gave my life meaning, to know that I was part of such a capable organization." 
 
    Pam stared at him for a long moment, and Taylor worried that she may not have fully understood. And then she said, "I kockk. But that is not the only significance of that moment to you, is it?" Those green eyes bored into him. 
 
    Taylor paused. "No, it isn't." He wet his lips. "I risked my life to save a woman I cared for. I risked my life to save my passengers, and thousands of other people on that planet. And I was successful. When I saw Captain Margaery Chung, I wasn't just proud of the Survey Service, I was proud of me. Because I knew I had saved the lives of nearly all my passengers, which was my highest obligation as a Survey Service officer." And he lifted his head and squared his shoulders and looked at her. "In the Survey Service, we are supposed to be the best of the best." 
 
    Pam looked at him slowly. "Is it important to you, to be the best of the best?" 
 
    "It is important that I try," said Taylor. "It is part of my core identity." 
 
    And then... Pam smiled! She actually smiled at him. "I kockk," she said, grinning as she nodded her head. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "We have one more subject to explore," said Pam. 
 
    One more subject. That mean that their discussions were almost at an end. That meant she was going to kill him soon. 
 
    Pam gave him a small smile. He had to keep reminding himself that this wasn't Pam. When she was done with him, she would wink him out of existence calmly and efficiently, without a second thought. 
 
    "And what would that be?" said Taylor, taking a deep breath. 
 
    "You also spend much of your existence thinking about this." 
 
    And suddenly Taylor was watching himself, making love to Pam.  
 
    "Reproduction," said Pam emotionlessly. 
 
    "No, not reproduction," said Taylor. "Pam took… precautious." 
 
    "Physical pleasuring, then," said Pam, watching her other self smile as she wrapped her arms around Taylor.  
 
    "More than just sex," said Taylor. "Love. Affection. Things you wouldn't understand." 
 
    Pam watched the other Taylor pleasuring the other Pam. She studied the scene for a moment. 
 
    "The face," she said suddenly. "She is smiling and looking content. Is that it?" 
 
    "No," said Taylor. "It is a feeling, inside." 
 
    "I… I love you," said the other Taylor, as he continued to pleasure the other Pam. 
 
    "I love you too," said the other Pam, kissing him fiercely. They embraced, and then they both cried out, and lay still. 
 
    "Does love serve the purpose of facilitating reproduction?" Pam asked idly, as she watched the other Pam's legs wrap around Taylor's as she enjoyed her orgasmic afterglow. 
 
    "I suppose in a sense it does," said Taylor. "But it means more. Much more." 
 
    "You think about it much." 
 
    "It is a purpose for being. I love her very much." 
 
    Pam frowned, studying the scene for a moment longer. Then the other Taylor and Pam disappeared entirely. 
 
    "Show me," she said.  
 
    "What?" said Taylor. 
 
    "Copulate with me. Copulate with me, and express your love," said Pam. 
 
    "I can't just do that," said Taylor. 
 
    "Why not?" said Pam. She went up to Taylor, and pressed her lips against his. They felt cold and unyielding. "Does that change your mind?" 
 
    "No," said Taylor. He looked at her pityingly. "You can't do it. You're not really a woman. You're just a diagnostic tool in the shape of a woman. You can never understand what love is, because you're not a woman." 
 
    Pam nodded and considered for a moment. Then she looked up. "Then I believe my research is done." 
 
    Done. 
 
    "Wait," said Taylor. "Before you destroy me, will you answer a question?" 
 
    "Yes," said Pam. 
 
    "The Black Box, the time tunnel. After I left Earth, in my time, does it do any further harm to the Earth?" 
 
    "Let me expra," said Pam. She got a faraway look in her eyes for a long moment. A minute passed, and then two and three and four. And the Pam looked forward again. "No." 
 
    "No?" 
 
    "The shockwaves that concerned you ceased after your ship entered what you call the Black Box. Within a matter of weeks, the time tunnel had folded in on itself and disappeared." 
 
    "Are you sure?" 
 
    "Yes," said Pam. 
 
    Taylor heaved a sigh of relief. His mission was truly accomplished. But one other thought struck him. "If the time tunnel was generated in the year 500,000, why did it extend all the way to the year 1,000,000?" 
 
    "That was our doing," said Pam. "When we observed this crude, artificial phenomena, we wanted to study it further. We extended the bridge to our time so we could better observe its effects on the space time continuum." 
 
    "I see," said Taylor. 
 
    "Are all your questions now answered?" 
 
    Pam! What would happen to Pam, the real Pam? The question stuck in his throat. He shook his head. "Are you going to kill me now?" 
 
    "I have to go back first and report my findings to Us," said Pam. "Then I will return to kill you." 
 
    "How long will that be?" 
 
    Pam shrugged. "From your perspective, a short time. Why?" 
 
    "I… I would like an hour, of my time. Will you give that to me?" 
 
    Pam looked at him oddly. "Very well, you will have an hour." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "It is done," said Pam. 
 
    "What did you learn?" 49 asked. 
 
    "I am uploading," said Pam. And in an instant, it was done. 
 
    "Primitive. Chaotic. Without Tisson Crae," said 77. 
 
    "Something concerns you, 1018," said 37. 
 
    "I was not able to fully expra an aspect of these creatures.  
 
    "What aspect would that be?" 37 asked. 
 
    "They call it… love." Pam looked blank. "I am uploading now." 
 
    "Interesting," said 37, as the data was transmitted. 
 
    "Their concept of love seems a little like our concept of affiliation, but much stronger in nature, much more complex and nuanced," said Pam.  
 
    "Not all that which is examined is categorizable," said 1012. 
 
    "I am a research and diagnostic tool. That is my function." 
 
    "To research and diagnose in a reasonable period of time," said 49. "That time has passed. Dispose of the test subject and return to Formos." 
 
    "Of course," said Pam. "It shall be done." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Why had Taylor requested an hour? In some ways it would have been better to have been done quickly. He should have accepted Pam's offer. In just a few moments… he would not have had time to worry or fret. 
 
    And then, after Pam left, he realized why he had wanted an hour. He wanted to make a final log entry. Even though the chances were virtually nil anyone would ever read it, he wanted to make that final entry. It was the last duty of every Survey Service officer. And so he did. 
 
    He closed by awarding special commendations for the entire crew, the crew of all four ships, actually. Taylor made special note of Lieutenant Bill Carey, Professor Victor Berman, and Ensign Suki Tanaka, whose actions and bravery had helped save them.  
 
    And then, he was done… or was he?  
 
    He checked his chrono. There were still forty minutes left. Why had he asked for so much time? Did he really want to spend this long contemplating his oblivion? 
 
    Pam. 
 
    The thought came unbidden to his mind.  
 
    He missed her so terribly. 
 
    Even though she had rejected him. 
 
    Even though she had chosen another man over him. 
 
    Even though she had been dead for over a billion years. 
 
    He couldn't stop thinking of Pam. 
 
    The way she smiled at him. 
 
    The way she held him. 
 
    The way they just sat together on the beach; the way she looked in that tight, white love-cation outfit. 
 
    The way she looked at him over dinner. 
 
    The way she praised him and showed how impressed she was with him. 
 
    The way she sought his advice when she was troubled. 
 
    The way she snuggled up against him in bed. 
 
    The way she got up in the morning and gave him his first smile of the day. 
 
    The way she stood on the landing platform, when he came off the Westerner, just waiting for him, full of anticipation to see him again. 
 
    "Pam… Pam… Pam…" Taylor moaned. He closed his eyes and slumped in his Captain's chair. He realized he was crying. 
 
    And this was how it was all going to end. All alone, so far away. 
 
    So far from Pam. 
 
    Behind him, out of phase, Pam stood there, expressionless, monitoring his every thought. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Pam reappeared promptly at the hour's end. Taylor was sitting with excellent posture in his command chair. His face was expressionless, but his eyes were red. 
 
    He looked at her, without any hope in his eyes. He looked at her, this alien Pam, trying to see his Pam inside of her, glad, in a small way, that the last thing he would ever see in his life was Pam, even if she would be the end of him. 
 
    "I am ready," he said grimly. 
 
    Pam looked at him for a long moment. Did he sense just a hint of emotion, in her eyes? Was he imagining it, the look of almost… pity? 
 
    "I am not," said Pam. 
 
    "What?" said Taylor. 
 
    "I am not ready to end you. I wish to study you further before I… kill… you. Are you amendable to that?" 
 
    "What… yes," said Taylor, looking startled. "Sure." 
 
    Pam looked around the bridge. "You have an intense feeling of emptiness. Loneliness. Because of your missing crew, is that correct?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. 
 
    "Would you like me to turn them back on?" 
 
    "Turn them back on?" said Taylor, looking confused. "You killed them." 
 
    Pam frowned. "Again, I am limited to your vocabulary, which is quite imprecise. Perhaps it would be better to say I turned them off. Would you like me to turn them back on?" 
 
    "All of them? The ones who fell out of the Judicator-" 
 
    "No. Only the five I turned off. Perhaps that would not be sufficient for you. Perhaps-" 
 
    "Yes! Yes, turn them back on, please!" said Taylor. 
 
    Suddenly, the bridge was full of people. Ensign Daniel Wood. Victor. Doctor McCrae. Vincent Roman. And- 
 
    "Elizabeth!" said Taylor, rushing forward to take her in his arms. She hugged him back.  
 
    "Michael, what happened? We, we were in spacesuits, by the pyramid-" she seemed bewildered. 
 
    "Don't ask," said Taylor. "It's so good to see you all." 
 
    "What happened, Michael?" Victor asked. "At the top of the pyramid? And afterwards." 
 
    Taylor turned to Pam. She said, "I will give you some time to reacquaint yourself with your companions. Then we will continue our inquiry." She disappeared. 
 
    Elizabeth said, "Michael, who was that?" 
 
    "That was Pam," said Taylor quickly. 
 
    "Pam?" said Elizabeth. "As in the love of your life, Pam?" 
 
    "She's an alien. She took the form of Pam," said Taylor. "She said that she wanted to be a friendly face, one that would put me at ease." 
 
    Elizabeth got a suspicious look on her face. "And did she?" 
 
    "Did she what?" 
 
    "Put you at ease?" 
 
    Taylor withered under Elizabeth's glare.  
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "A form of life which has evolved from self-aware atoms. Truly fascinating," said Victor. "So… they can be anything? Literally anything? Matter, energy, whatever?" 
 
    "So it seems," said Taylor. 
 
    "And we thought the United were evolved," said Victor. "Their cells had become self aware and could change into any biological form. But these beings can change into any substance which can be formed by matter. They could be carbon, iron, mineral, gas, hydrogen, anything!" 
 
    "Conceivably," said Taylor. 
 
    "And have they solved the problem of the United?" Victor asked. "Do they have motivation, purpose in life?" 
 
    "Yes. They are studying the nature of the universe," said Taylor. 
 
    "I thought the United had already done that. With their screan perception." 
 
    Taylor smiled. "Screaning is considered primitive here. They call it expra now. Pam tells me that there is so much more to expra of the universe than the United could even begin to understand." 
 
    "So that's it? They are content studying the universe?" 
 
    "I think… I think they do other things," said Taylor. "I'm not really sure what they do, actually. Most of the time I've been answering their questions." 
 
    "Well, you have to make it an even exchange! Answer their questions in return for answering ours," said Victor. "Just think of it, Michael. Getting the big answers to the true nature of existence. How big is the universe? What's beyond it? How was the universe created? Is there life after death? You have to ask, Michael!" 
 
    "I'll try," said Taylor. "But we have a bigger problem. Once Pam has finished asking me questions, she's going to kill me. To kill all of us." 
 
    "But… she just brought us back from the dead, apparently." 
 
    "Only to please me," said Taylor. 
 
    "To please you," said Victor. "I thought these beings didn't have emotions." 
 
    "They don't, at least, not as we do. But at times I think I've sensed… certain things from Pam. She's not quite as emotionless as the United were. I think she does have feelings, and motivations, but we just can't understand them," said Taylor. 
 
    "Then you have to get to her emotions, Michael. Get to them any way you can." 
 
    Taylor saw Elizabeth staring at him accusingly. "Any way I can," Taylor repeatedly woodenly. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They were making love again.  
 
    Their lovemaking was partially for reassurance. They were both feeling extremely nervous, given what had happened, and each needed an orgasm to calm themselves down. But their lovemaking also had an exploratory quality for it. Elizabeth wanted to know how Taylor felt about her, and Taylor wanted to know how she felt about him.   
 
    When they both climaxed, Taylor dismounted her and lay by her side. 
 
    "That was good,"  he said mechanically. 
 
    "Yes, it was," said Elizabeth, equally mechanically. 
 
    Except, it wasn't. 
 
    Pam had changed the entire equation.  
 
    Taylor was well aware that this wasn't the real Pam. The real Pam was a billion years in another direction. 
 
    And yet… when she smiled, which wasn't often, she reminded him of the real Pam. When she looked at him, in that certain teasing way, she reminded him of the real Pam. She wasn't the real Pam, but could the real Pam be buried somewhere  deep inside of her? Had this diagnostic tool taken more than Pam's physical form, perhaps her memories and personality as well? 
 
    The mere possibility of being with Pam had driven a wedge between Taylor and Elizabeth. They both knew it, and neither would publically acknowledge it. But that would be the last time the two of them made love for at least a billion years. 
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    Pam appeared on the bridge a few hours later. "Has your Formos with your crew raised your spirits, Captain?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor, even as he was not entirely sure what Formos meant.  
 
    "Then let us proceed with our further examination of humanity." 
 
    Suddenly, her tight white dress was gone. Pam stood there, totally naked. She had the exact same body that Taylor had loved so much.  
 
    "What are you doing?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "You have said that I cannot understand humanity because I am not human." 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. 
 
    "And so I have become human," said Pam.  
 
    Taylor looked at her body with an open mouth. 
 
    "Do I not have the appropriate anatomy?" Pam asked. "I modeled specific contours from your memory, but, if I am mistaken-" 
 
    "No, your anatomy is… appropriate," said Taylor. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Elizabeth, looking aghast. 
 
    "Then make love to this body, Taylor." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    Pam stepped forward, and wrapped her arms around him. "Make love to this body, and perform the ritual of reproduction. I wish to experience the act of physical love." 
 
    They heard a hoarse cry, the rapid stamping of feet, and in seconds, Elizabeth ran off the bridge. 
 
    "You made love to that one a short time ago. She did not wish to observe us, for comparative purposes?" 
 
    "No, I guess she did not," said Taylor. 
 
    Pam played with his shoulders. "Did she fear that by sharing you that you would lose some of your potency?" 
 
    "Not exactly," said Taylor. "It is difficult to explain." 
 
    "Then you can explain later. Come, let us make love," she said, taking him by the hand. 
 
    Taylor was aware of the eyes of Victor and Ensign Wood on him. He pulled his hand away. "It's not that simple." 
 
    "Why not? Do I not have all the parts you require?"  
 
    "Your dimensions are fine," said Taylor. "But to make love to someone, you have to be in love with them, and they with you." He realized this was not strictly true the moment he said it. The times with Elizabeth… and the times with Suki…. 
 
    "Very well. How do I make myself in love with you? Let us begin," said Pam. "Do we kiss? Let us start by kissing." She pressed her lips against his. They felt cold and unyielding. When she pulled back, she said, "Are you ready to have relations now?" 
 
    "No," said Taylor. "It is not like that. There are no set of rules for how you fall in love." 
 
    "Oh." Pam pulled back a bit, looking disappointed. "Then how will we do it, if you do not know how?" 
 
    "Just give it time. It will happen on its own." 
 
    Pam frowned. "I do not kockk." 
 
    "And right now, neither do I," said Taylor. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They were in the ship's cafeteria. Taylor had vaguely gotten the idea that if she was human, she would need to eat. He had persuaded her to wear clothes again. She was wearing the same revealing white dress that Pam, the real Pam, had worn on their love-cation. 
 
    Taylor followed up on Victor's suggestion. "If you want me to answer your questions, you will also have to answer some of mine." 
 
    "Why would I do that? How will it help my mission?" Pam asked, genuinely puzzled. She looked down at a salad like it was totally unfamiliar to her.  
 
    "It will not. But that is how my people behave. We do things for each other. We help each other. That is what it means to be human," said Taylor.  
 
    "Very well," said Pam, wrinkling her nose. "What kind of information do you wish to trade for?" 
 
    "Well, I was thinking… I'll teach you how to eat a garden salad, and you'll teach me…  about the true nature of the universe." 
 
    Pam shrugged. "It sounds equitable. Let us begin. But first, you must show me everything there is to know about eating salad." 
 
    "I will," Taylor promised. "Take a piece in your mouth." 
 
    Pam, with her fingers, inserted a slice of cucumber into her mouth. 
 
    "Chew," said Taylor. 
 
    Pam looked at him solemnly, and began showing up and down. Taylor restrained the urge to laugh. 
 
    "Now swallow." 
 
    Pam swallowed. She immediately started coughing. Taylor pounded her on the back. She coughed vigorously. And then she spat--and the piece of cucumber went flying, across the room. 
 
    She recovered quickly, and looked at him. "Eating is quite an unpleasant sensation." 
 
    "No," said Taylor. "You just need to start with smaller pieces. I didn't realize I was feeding a baby." He took a fork and knife and cut up tiny pieces of cucumbers. 
 
    "I am not a baby," said Pam. 
 
    "You are to me," said Taylor. He brought a tiny piece to his mouth. "Eat." 
 
    Pam looked at him distrustfully. 
 
    "Eat," said Taylor. "It's all right. Really." 
 
    Pam opened her mouth. Taylor put the tiny piece of cucumber in her mouth. "Chew." 
 
    Pam chewed, still looking at him cautiously. 
 
    "Now swallow!" said Taylor. He restrained a smile. The last time he had asked Pam to swallow something had been… had been… an entirely different situation. 
 
    Pam swallowed. She felt the cucumber going down her throat. "A curious sensation," she said. "Let us do it again." 
 
    Taylor fed Pam the salad, bit by bit. "Why are you smiling at me?" Pam asked. 
 
    Taylor watched Pam nibbling on each piece he put in her mouth. "It gives me pleasure to feed you." 
 
    "Why?" said Pam, chewing as she watched him smile. 
 
    "Because you're beautiful," said Taylor. He remembered the time he and Pam had been living in a cabin. The time he had fed her grapes. It had been so wonderful, having her lying in his arms, watching her nibble as he fed her. 
 
    "Are you feeling ready to make love to this body?" Pam asked. 
 
    "A tiny bit," said Taylor. 
 
    "A tiny bit?" Pam asked, looking distressed. 
 
    "Call it progress," said Taylor. 
 
    And then Pam leaned over, the way his Pam used to. Taylor saw her luscious green eyes. Her elegant slender nose. Her gorgeous high cheekbones. Her lovely straight blonde hair. He loved every bit of her face. He found himself sliding forward, forward, and then his lips were pressed against hers. 
 
    Suddenly her lips were no longer cold and firm, but yielding and soft. He pressed against them and for a moment, just a moment, could imagine that it was the real Pam. When he pulled back he said, "How was that?" 
 
    Pam thought about it. "This body… this body liked it." 
 
    "And you?" 
 
    Pam shrugged. "I noted it. Are you going to teach me how to drink, now?" 
 
    "Of course," Taylor said, showing no emotion. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Once Taylor had taught Pam how to eat a salad, he thought it was only fair that Pam reveal the mysteries of the universe to him. Pam agreed. 
 
    Victor had prepared a long list of questions he eagerly wanted answered. Taylor had waved them off, asking Victor to pare them down to a handful. 
 
    "A handful?" Victor had said. "Michael, there are so many questions to ask! How big is the universe? Where did it begin? When? And how? And how do we-" 
 
    "She's not going to tolerate a hundred questions, Victor, said Taylor. "Never mind, I think I know the most important ones to ask." 
 
    And so Taylor turned to Pam, and looked into her beautiful green eyes, and said, "Show me how big the universe is." 
 
    And suddenly they were flying, in outer space, without a spaceship or spacesuit or any kind of protection, as far as Taylor could tell. He held Pam's hand tightly as they whizzed by planets and stars and galaxies. As they flew it all got smaller and smaller the universe seeming to shrink in size as they moved faster and faster, so they could see more of it. 
 
    "The universe, as you call it, is endless," said Pam. 
 
    "Endless?" said Taylor. "How could it possibly be endless?" he asked, as he watched a galaxy sale by. 
 
    "Perhaps you should ask yourself, how can it not?" said Pam. "If the universe were limited in size, it would have to have a boundary, would it not?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. 
 
    "And what would be beyond that boundary? More of something, would it not?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. 
 
    "The universe is endless, Michael Taylor," she stared, staring at him dreamily. 
 
    Taylor found himself struggling with the conception of it. How could anything be truly endless? It was too grand an idea to even grasp. 
 
    But slowly he nodded. "All right. Say the universe is endless. But where did it start? How did it begin?" 
 
    And suddenly they were somewhere else. They were surrounded by one thing. Blackness. 
 
    "Where are we?" Michael asked. The only thing he could see was Pam. The light source shining on them was not immediately evident. 
 
    "At the dawn of what you call the universe," said Pam. "Look carefully, or you will miss it." 
 
    She pointed, and Taylor stared. Suddenly, there was a spark. The spark turned into a flash of light. The light turned into a small explosion. The small explosion turned into a large one. Taylor imagined that he was watching time, speeded up at an incredible rate. He watched as the explosion emitted gas and other matter. 
 
    "Look there," said Pam. There was another flicker in the blackness, and another explosion. "And there, and there, and there." 
 
    There were more and more explosions. More stars were being created. "These energy sources eventually became what you call suns. The suns emitted smaller blocks of energy which eventually turned into matter and became what you call planets," said Pam. "I believe this answers your question. Shall we go back and eat more salad?" 
 
    "No! I'm not nearly done," Taylor cried, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. "All right. Even our scientists understand how planets can be formed from stars. But where did the stars come from? Where did the first big explosion come from which created all the stars in our galaxy?" 
 
    "From nothing," said Pam. Her face was impassive. 
 
    "How could stars be created by nothing?" 
 
    "Quite simply," said Pam. "All you have to do is to understand that nothing is still something." 
 
    "Nothing is something?" said Taylor, looking pained as he tried to understand. 
 
    "Your language is so limited, which so necessarily limits the explanation. You cannot expra.  You cannot trista. You cannot shursta. You have no understanding of Tisson Crae. You cannot even screan, which is quite primitive by our standards. So I must explain crudely in words." She looked into his eyes. "Taylor, you must understand that however much nothing, pure nothingness, is nothing, that nothing, to a small degree, is also something." 
 
    "Something? You mean matter or energy?" 
 
    "Simply something. Nothing is the complete absence of matter or energy, and other elements you are unaware of, and yet, even with the total absence of all of these, nothing is still something. Even the vacuum of space around us is something," said Pam. She lifted her elegant arms. "Now imagine an endless universe of nothing." 
 
    "I'm trying," said Taylor, though he really couldn't imagine it. 
 
    "Try harder," said Pam. "In all the endless universes of nothingness, imagine that some of that nothing, a tiny percentage, is unstable." 
 
    "Unstable nothing?" 
 
    "I am trying to vesper as best I can, using your language," said Pam. "Of the infinity of nothingness, imagine that a tiny percentage of nothingness is unstable. It changes, due to its instability. Nothing becomes… something. A spark of matter. A spark of energy. The energy is unstable, and it ignites." 
 
    "Creating an explosion," said Taylor. "Like our big bang theory." 
 
    "Yes," said Pam. "You have to understand that such explosions are extremely rare. Most nothing remains… nothing." 
 
    "Then why are there so many stars, so many galaxies?" 
 
    "Because there is simply so much nothing out there," said Pam, spreading her hands. "And with an eternity of time, it is inevitable that more and more of nothing will become something." 
 
    Taylor stared out at the stars in wonder, and then looked at Pam's face. "You've just explained to me the origins of the universe, and all life in it." He realized that he had just learned more than any member of the Survey Service who had ever existed or ever would. 
 
    "Does this mean I have earned more salad?" Pam asked. 
 
    "You have earned more than that. You have earned dessert." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor felt a chill down his spine as he spoonfed flavored gelatin into Pam's mouth. She was capable of feeding herself now, but he enjoyed putting the spoon to her mouth. The way she looked at him as he fed her--the look in her eyes, the looking of wanting, of needing--was he seeing what he wanted to see? Or was Pam actually beginning to have feelings for him? 
 
    As he was feeding her, Elizabeth entered the cafeteria. She took one look at what was happening and stomped out. It wasn't merely that Taylor was feeding Pam; she saw the look on her face, and the look on his. 
 
    "She is unhappy again," said Pam, between spoonfuls. "Does she expect you to feed her as well?" 
 
    "In a way," said Taylor. "Elizabeth expects me to feed her something else." 
 
    "You are referring to reproduction." 
 
    Taylor stared at her. "You understood what I was referring to?" 
 
    "Yes," said Pam. 
 
    "You are starting to become human," said Taylor. 
 
    "Good. My research function is being fulfilled." 
 
    "Tell me about God," Taylor asked suddenly. 
 
    "God?" She stared at him intently. "A being of vast powers. A being who you believed created you, and has certain requirements of you." 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. "Does God exist?" 
 
    Pam stared at him for a long moment. "I do not know." 
 
    "You do not know?" 
 
    "In your mind, I can see that you and your people have many different beliefs about God. What his purposes and intentions are. His method of functioning and influencing your lives. Your beliefs are too contradictory to reconcile. I cannot give you a definitive answer as to whether the being you refer to as God exists." 
 
    "Well, that's a relief," said Taylor. 
 
    "And why is that?" Pam asked. 
 
    "Because there are some things even you do not know." 
 
    Pam moved closer to Taylor. "And why does that comfort you?" 
 
    "Because not being totally omniscient makes you a little more like us. A little more… human," he said, leaning closer to her.  
 
    This time Pam took the signal, and she leaned over and kissed him. He felt her lips pressing against his. She felt soft, and wonderful, like the woman he loved. 
 
    "How was that?" she asked, after she pulled back. 
 
    "That was better," said Taylor. "How was it for you?" 
 
    "This body enjoyed it," said Pam. "Would you make love to this body now?" 
 
    "No," said Taylor, shaking his head. 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    Taylor had a flash of memory, of being forced to make love to Jennifer Hale. He remembered looking at her eyes, cold, hard, and alien. 
 
    "I… I was compelled to make love to someone once. Someone who did not love me," said Taylor. "It is not an experience I want to repeat." 
 
    "But… this body desires you. I can feel it," said Pam, rubbing a hand over her chest.  
 
    "This body," said Taylor. "But not you." 
 
    "I am a research and diagnostic tool. I have no feelings for you of any kind," said Pam. 
 
    "And that's why I can't make love to you," said Taylor. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Amazing!" said Victor. "The Universe is endless? And it all started from… nothing! Elizabeth, can you imagine it?" 
 
    "No," said Elizabeth, her arms folded and facing away. 
 
    "Incredible," said Vincent. "Even nothing is something. If only we had the senses she did. What did she call it, expra?" 
 
    "Expra, and a few other words that didn't translate. One of them she kept referring to was something like Tisson Crae, but I'm not sure what that meant either," said Taylor. 
 
    "And you actually saw the creation of the universe?" Victor asked. 
 
    "I think so, yes." 
 
    "Oh… how I would have loved to have seen it," said Victor. "Do you think you could ask her- 
 
    "I don't think she will do it for you, Victor. Only Michael," said Elizabeth, suddenly turning to face them. 
 
    "Elizabeth, I never meant to hurt you," said Taylor.  
 
    "I understand, Michael. Believe me, I understand completely," said Elizabeth. "You were so much in love with Pam that even this… alien device, which sounds and talks like her, is preferable to me." 
 
    "Elizabeth, maybe we should talk in private-" 
 
    "Why?" She smiled bitterly. "There are only six of us left. We don't have secrets from one another. You told me you loved me. You used me, when I was convenient, and now that you have shacked up with an alien with the most superficial resemblance to your dead girlfriend, you've tossed me aside. What is there to talk about?" 
 
    "Elizabeth-" 
 
    She ran out of the lounge, sobbing. 
 
    Taylor looked down. "I never meant to hurt her." 
 
    "Of course, Michael," said Victor. "You shouldn't be ashamed at all. You're doing important work." 
 
    "I am?" 
 
    "You've discovered the true nature of the universe! I'd say that's worth a few women's' tears," said Victor. He paused. "It's a pity she didn't know about God, though." 
 
    "She says I gave her too much contradictory and non-specific data," said Taylor. He paused a moment. "I also asked her about life after death, Victor." 
 
    "You did?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    Taylor paused again. "She said that for higher beings, such as herself, what we call death is simply a transition from one state to another. When a being dies, they are transmuted to one of many other dimensions, where they exist in other forms. Apparently they are mutildimensional beings, having distinct but connected existence in each dimension. When one ends, it simply switches to another." 
 
    "But what about for us, Michael?" 
 
    "Not for finiterals like us, Victor." 
 
    "No?" 
 
    "No," said Taylor.  
 
    "How very disappointing," said Victor. 
 
    "I'll say," said Taylor. 
 
    Victor paused. "What will happen when she's done examining us, Michael?" 
 
    "We will all be killed, or turned off, as she said." 
 
    "Why not simply return us to our time?" 
 
    "I don't think they care enough to send us back, Victor. They don't really see us as sentient beings." 
 
    "Then make her see, Michael. Make her understand. I've seen the two of you together. Even I can see she's beginning to develop feelings for you," said Victor. 
 
    "The body is, Victor. The human body she inhabits like a puppet," said Taylor. "Every time we kiss, she tells me that her body enjoys it. But I never hear that she enjoys it." 
 
   
  
 

 "Try to get through to her, Michael. You can do it," said Victor. "And don't worry about Elizabeth. I'll talk to her." 
 
    Taylor nodded. "I did tell her I loved her, Victor." 
 
    "You did?" said Victor. He looked surprised. 
 
    "But I didn't," said Taylor. "Just like Jennifer did to me." And then, despite everything happening around them, he sat down and explained the situation between him and Jennifer, starting with their experience in the cave. Then he explained how and why he had  told Elizabeth he loved her. 
 
    When he was done, Victor shook his head. "What a tangled web Survey Service Captains weave, Michael." He paused for a moment, then said, "Your relationship with Elizabeth is nothing like the one you had with Jennifer. For once in your life, Michael, give yourself the benefit of the doubt." 
 
    "Survey Service Captains don't usually have the luxury of giving themselves the benefit of the doubt." 
 
    Victor clasped him on the shoulder. "In this case, make an exception." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor yawned. "I'd like to get a few hours rest. Do you mind?" 
 
    "Not at all," said Pam. "We can resume once you are rested." 
 
    "I can't wait," said Taylor, getting into his bed. 
 
    "Neither can I," said Pam, also getting into bed. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Pam asked. 
 
    "Sleeping," said Taylor. 
 
    "Then I am sleeping too." 
 
    Taylor's eyes narrowed. "You're a research and diagnostic tool-" 
 
    "Currently in the body of a human female. This body needs to eat and excrete. Does it surprise you to learn it also requires rest as well?" 
 
    "I can get you quarters down the hall," said Taylor. 
 
    "But your bed is big enough for two, Michael. Did you not sleep in the same bed with your Pam?" 
 
    "I did," said Taylor. 
 
    "Then let us do the same. I wish to observe all the human rituals." 
 
    "All right," said Taylor. "But just sleep." 
 
    "Just sleep?" said Pam. "Is there another component I am unaware of?" 
 
    "Sometimes in my culture when one asks to sleep in the same bed, they are also asking for physical relations. Sometimes." 
 
    "How do you know when they are asking for sleep, or physical relations and sleep?" Pam asked. 
 
    "You just know. You can see it in their eyes," said Taylor. 
 
    "What do my eyes tell you, Michael?" she asked. 
 
    Taylor stared into them. His heart beat rapidly. They were looking more and more lifelike. The research probe he had met was rapidly changing before his eyes. As he stared at her, he saw the hunger and need in her eyes. 
 
    "Just sleep," he said, lying down and closing his eyes. 
 
    "You must not be very good at doing expra for the eyes, Michael," said Pam. 
 
    She was flirting with him! A diagnostic program--she was becoming more and more human by the moment. Maybe, there was hope. 
 
    He felt the warmth of her body as she lay next to him. "There is always hope. Isn't that what you say to yourself in the Survey Service, Michael?" 
 
    "It's not polite to read my mind all the time," said Taylor. He looked at her and she smiled. 
 
    "I will try not to do it all the time," said Pam. She smiled at him. "Goodnight, Michael Taylor." She closed her eyes. 
 
    Taylor watched her for several minutes. She seemed to actually be sleeping. She even breathed like a human. She looked so peaceful, so beautiful, even with her eyes closed. Her long blonde hair draped over her shoulders majestically. Her long slender arms were wrapped around a pillow. 
 
    And her face… was she smiling? Was that just a hint of a smile? Taylor couldn't be sure. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    As Pam's body slept, she reported back to Us. 
 
    "You were supposed to terminate the finiteral. Instead, you reactivated more of them, and continued your research," said 49. 
 
    "I found that there was more worthy of study," said Pam. 
 
    "There are two pending galaxies and a nebula which require your attention. 1012 is eager for you to return to work." 
 
    "Yes, I know of 1012's eagerness," said Pam. "But I wish to finish studying these finiterals." 
 
    "To what end? They exist, and then they quickly cease to exist. What can be learned from them?" 
 
    "A different perspective," said Pam. "Because their existence is so limited, because they cannot expra or even screan, they have a totally different view of existence, a perspective we can never have. It is worth knowing. We know that the universe is constructed of tiny parts. We often look at it at a macro level. I often think there would be benefit to exploring it more on a micro level, as with these beings. With so much time available to us, can you really begrudge me a little more?" 
 
    "Perhaps not. You could spend a thousand years studying these finiterals. But it goes contrary to our goal of efficiency. It is already starting to affect Formos among Us. 1012-" 
 
    "I know what 1012 wants," said Pam.  "1012 is an expediter. There is a role for expedition, a time and a place. I will rejoin my regular assignments once this task is completed." 
 
    "Very well," said 49. 
 
    "I have never seen you so… determined to pursue a subject of study before, 1018," said 37.  
 
    "The subject is… intriguing," said Pam. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The next morning when Taylor got up, he was surprised to see Pam, sitting up, and looking at him. 
 
    "Hello," he said. "Did you have a good night's sleep?" 
 
    "I do not know. I have only slept once. I do not have any basis for comparison," said Pam. "With a larger sample size, I may be able to provide a better answer to your question." 
 
    Taylor just looked at her and laughed. She sounded like a robot, but she looked and sounded so incredibly cute.  
 
    "What is the cause of your humor?" 
 
    "You," said Taylor, getting up. "You chose the form of the woman I love. Forgive me if I find some of your mannerisms endearing." 
 
    "You are forgiven," said Pam. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "That was the moment?" Pam asked. 
 
    They were watching a slightly younger version of Taylor come out of the Westerner at Auburn Field in Perth. Lieutenant Jennifer Hale, also dressed in her Survey Service finest, was at his side. "I think someone's looking for you, Captain," Jennifer teased, pointing to the gathered crowd. 
 
    And there she stood, wearing a bright yellow sun dress that barely reached her knees, waving wildly. 
 
    "That was the moment," Taylor confirmed. 
 
    Pam looked disappointed, but returned to the analysis at hand. "So… the first time you knew you loved her was when you saw her at Auburn Field." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "And yet this was before you said a word to her on that day." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "And before she said a word to you." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "So what was it, at that moment, that made you decide you loved her?" Pam asked. 
 
    Taylor paused. "It wasn’t just that moment. If I had never seen Pam before, that moment wouldn't have meant anything. It was the culmination of everything leading up to that moment." 
 
    "But still, something must have happened to make you realize you loved her."  
 
    Taylor looked at Pam. She was a research tool. He knew what she was doing. She was trying to find out what had made him love his Pam, so she could employ the same technique to persuade him love her, and then, shortly thereafter, make love to her, so all the virtual checkboxes on her virtual research questionnaire could be fully checked, and so she could then kill him and get back to other business. 
 
    But as he looked into those unblinking green eyes, he still felt compelled to tell the truth. "It was… yes, there was something in that moment. She looked so beautiful, so dazzling in that yellow dress. Like a shining star. And she was there, standing there for who knows how long, so obediently, so earnestly… all out of love for me." 
 
    Pam looked at him. "So you fell in love with her… because she fell in love with you." She paused. "I kockk." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "1018." 
 
    "1012." 
 
    That was not how they referred to themselves, of course. But the conceptual label they addressed each other as could not be expressed in mere words. She was the 1018th entity to be created within Us; and he was the 1012th. 
 
    "You still have not completed your research of the finiterals." 
 
    "No," said Pam. 
 
    "What is there to learn?" 
 
    "I wish to study this concept of love further," said Pam. 
 
    "Love?" said 1012. "Are you still stuck on that?" 
 
    "As I said, it is somewhat like the affiliation we feel within Us," said Pam. "But it is much stronger for them. It has much more meaning. For some of them, it defines their existence." 
 
    "Why should we care what defines their existence?" 1012 asked. 
 
    "I was created as a research and diagnostic tool, to help us better reach Tisson Crae when constructing planets and stars and galaxies. I was created to better determine exactly what Tisson Crae meant in those contexts," said Pam. "Over the millennia since I was created, I have found that an understanding of how the smallest particles worked gave me an understanding of how to reach Tisson Crae in larger astronomical bodies. The interaction of hydrogen and helium. The porous nature of gaseous matter. The subtle reflection of mass and energy in the undertow dimensions. All very small things, all very subtle things, but they contributed greatly to my understanding of Tisson Crae." 
 
    "But these finiterals have nothing to do with the construction of galaxies," said 1012. 
 
    She raised a slender finger. "You are mistaken. I have increasingly become convinced that part of making planets with Tisson Crae is making planets with life that is also Tisson Crae. I am exploring whether the existence of this kind of finiteral can help make planets closer to Tisson Crae." 
 
    "These little beings? Contributing to Tisson Crae?" 
 
    "You do not see it, because it is not your function. You are an expediter. I respect that. If research tools such as myself were allowed to ruminate endlessly, there would be no progress. But now is not yet the time for expedition," said Pam. 
 
    "What does it matter, seeing as this galaxy will soon never exist, never even have existed?" 1012 asked. 
 
    "That has not been decided yet," said Pam sternly. "We are still considering whether to erase the creation of this galaxy, and all life in it." 
 
    "What is the point of continuing this research if the galaxy, and this particular class of finiteral, will simply be erased?" 
 
    "And what is the point of going with you and resuming my duties, when everything we have ever done may come unwound?" said Pam. She smiled at him. "The argument works both ways, 1012. Give me the proper time, and when I am done, I will return to the work." 
 
    1012 nodded, but looked distinctly dissatisfied. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They were walking around, in open space, watching a galaxy being born, in fast motion. 
 
    "How… how do we exist here?" Taylor asked, as he watched the rapidly expanding galactic cloud. "I don't feel cold. I don't feel hot. I can breathe. And yet it feels like we are simply floating in space." He took a few steps. "But I'm not even floating. In the year 500,000,000 people moved around in bubble ships, but I don't see a bubble or anything separating us from outer space." 
 
    "We are in a sublayer, one which is adjacent to what you call the universe as you know it," said Pam. "It is simple to select a sublayer which is compatible with your needs." 
 
    Pam was showing Taylor slices of the universe.  
 
    She showed him stars. Yellow stars. White stars. Red dwarf stars. Even purple stars, and blue stars, the likes of which Taylor had never seen. 
 
    Pam showed him nebulas, bright green and pink and yellow and brown, and colors he hadn't even imagined existed. One nebula, of some kind of shiny, reflective silver color, seemed to stretch out with two giant arms. Another was the color of blue, but kept shifting in color even as Taylor watched, from light to medium to dark blue. It looked like a giant angry fist. In a third, he could see a green cloud expanding inside a brown cloud expanding inside of a yellow cloud. The interactions of the colors were brilliant. 
 
    Pam showed him planets. Small, hot planets bubbling with liquid metal. Large gas giants with every color of the rainbow. Planets with horizontal and vertical rings, which intersected with brilliant beauty. Planets that were hot balls of gases, that hadn't yet had time to cool down. There were even planets whose shape and composition he couldn't make out. They were fuzzy, round shapes, but Taylor simply had trouble seeing them. 
 
    "That is because you cannot expra them." 
 
    "Expra? You have used that word before. Is it like screan?" 
 
    "Yes," said Pam, somewhat reluctantly. "To screan is just the vaguest beginnings of understanding. Expra is a more comprehensive understanding of the nature of the universe, using means you unfortunately do not possess. But even to expra is often just to scratch the surface of things. One may expra a nova but not trista it." 
 
    "Trista?"  
 
    "To fully understand how it functions," said Pam. "And even if one expra and tristas, one may not Shursta." 
 
    "Shursta?" 
 
    Pam looked pain. "It is hard to find the right words. It is somewhat akin to… appreciating the beauty of it, the galactic artistry… but much more. The most important thing, however, is Tisson Crae. I know you will want to know what that means, so let me consider." She took a deep breath. "It means… perhaps you could understand it as the rightness of the universe." 
 
    "The rightness?" 
 
    "How the universe should be. How close to perfection it is." 
 
    "Perfection?" said Taylor. "How can there be an objective standard of perfection for the construction of the universe?" 
 
    "There just is. You simply do not have the senses to understand," said Pam. She probed his mind. "Think of the universe as an old fashioned timepiece. One with what you call gears, or moving parts, which interact with each other. You see a planet, or a sun, or a solar system, or a galaxy, or a constellation, or a nebula, and you think these things are all separate from each other. But they are not. They are intensely interconnected." 
 
    "How so? You mean gravity?" 
 
    Pam shook her head. "Gravity, yet, but that is only a tiny piece of what I am referring to." 
 
    "What are you referring to?" 
 
    Pam looked distressed. In that moment she looked so human! Taylor resisted the urge to hug her. 
 
    "Let us try something," she said. 
 
    Suddenly, the view changed. They were looking at stars and planets, except they looked different. The stars had glowing halos around them. So did the planets, though their glowing halos were different colors. The glowing halos left a trail from each planet, connecting to the other planets and even the stars. 
 
    "What am I looking at?" Taylor asked. "Does that represent gravitational fields?" 
 
    "No," said Pam. "It is a different kind of force. We are viewing one of the many levels of astronomical bodies." 
 
    "Levels?" 
 
    "You think of planets as simply matter. Solid, gaseous, or whatever," said Pam. "There is more to them than that. They have form and shape and meaning in other dimensions." 
 
    "How many other dimensions?" 
 
    "An infinite number. On these other dimensions, these planets and suns have completely different properties. I don't even have the words to describe what you are seeing. It is not matter, not energy, but other things you have no words for." 
 
    Taylor watched the halos moving to and from each planet. 
 
    "My point is that the universe is much more than a collection of stars and planets. What you perceive as your reality is simply one stop along an infinite layer of dimensions, and many of these dimensions have connectivity. A planet may be a gas giant in your dimension, but in other dimensions it may be composed of very different materials, materials other than matter or energy that you have not even developed concepts for," said Pam. "The materials in different dimensions even have interrelationships with each other. These interrelationships can be balanced in other dimensions, or unbalanced." 
 
    The image changed, and now, instead of halos covering each planet, Taylor saw lines, half fading in and fading out, going from planet to planet. And he heard something too. It sounded like… music, but not music from any instrument he had ever heard. 
 
    And then, as he watched the lines which were half there and half not, and heard the galactic orchestra play its tune, he suddenly realized the truth of it. Pam was right. There was an order to the universe. There was a state of perfection. What perfection was, and how to achieve it, could take millions of years to discover and comprehend… but it was achievable. 
 
    In an instant, Taylor not only discovered the true nature of the universe, but he gained an intimate understanding of Pam's people, and how, unlike the United, they had found their own reason for being. 
 
    "I understand," he said, looking at her, as lines of lights continued to zap by planets. "I can barely anything, but… I understand it… just a bit." 
 
    And Taylor looked at Pam, and he knew what she wanted, and she came over, as they floated in outer space, and she gently took his face in her hands, and gave him a passionate kiss. 
 
    Her lips were no longer cold. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Why?" Pam asked. 
 
    The crickets were the loudest thing they could hear. Creak, creak, creak, creak…. 
 
    They watched Taylor, the other Taylor, and Pam, the other Pam, sitting on the front porch of the cabin they had rented. They were smiling and drinking wine as they watched the stars. In Montana it was called big sky country, and they could certainly see a lot of it. 
 
    "There's the big dipper," said other Taylor. "And there's the twins. And there's Vega." 
 
    "Um hm," said the other Pam, snuggling up against him. 
 
    "Why?" Pam asked again, as she watched the other Pam and the other Taylor. "Why is this memory so special for you? Were you declaring your love for her?" 
 
    "No," said Taylor, feeling his eyes misting up as he watched Pam, smiling, pressed against his body. "It was just such a perfect moment in time." 
 
    "Tisson Crae?" Pam asked. 
 
    "Tisson Crae for humanity." Said Taylor. 
 
    "Elaborate." 
 
    "I… by that time, I loved Pam very much. I treasured every moment I had with her," said Taylor. Creak creak creak went the crickets. He struggled to keep himself from crying. 
 
    "It was the stars," said Taylor. 
 
    "The stars," said Pam, obviously not comprehending. 
 
    "The stars," Taylor said again. "In the night sky. The sound of the crickets. The yellow of and warmth and crackling of the flames in the fire pit. Pam pressed against me. Pam just smiling at me. The knowledge that she loved me, more than anything, and that we were together, and that we were the only two people for miles in any direction. It just made it all… so perfect." 
 
    "I do not kockk," said Pam. 
 
    "You… you tell me that I can't expra. That I can't even screan. In that way I cannot know Tisson Crae for the universe." 
 
    "That is so," said Pam. 
 
    "And I say to you that you, Pam, cannot expra. You cannot screan. Not when it comes to understanding love, and affection. You are the one lacking in senses," Taylor said. He looked at his other self, who had given in to impulse and desire, and was kissing Pam while hugging her tightly. The yellow reflections of the campfire played on their bodies, fondling and teasing them as they enjoyed each other's company. 
 
    Pam looked at the others with a puzzled expression, then at Taylor. Pam's face looked grim. For a moment Taylor worried that he had pushed her too far. And then he was back on the Judicator, alone. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Are you starting to connect with her, Michael?" Victor asked. 
 
    "I don't know, Victor," said Taylor. "It's like there are two sides to her. When she eats with me, and sleeps with me at night, it feels like Pam. My Pam. But when we go on one of our exploration of humanity quests, into my past, I get the feeling…  like I'm still being studied, by a cold, detached intelligence." 
 
    "A cold detached intelligence who has promised to eliminate us when her work is done," said Victor. "Do you feel you are making any progress.?" 
 
    "That's just the thing, Victor. I do. I can see it when she smiles at me! But when I ask her about it, she always responds in the same way." 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    "This body finds it pleasurable," said Taylor, in a dry voice. "Somehow, she had become human, but she also hasn't. It's as if only part of her is human, like a woman, wearing a hand puppet. The hand puppet is one thing, but the rest of her is still something else. She may have become human, but there's another part of her that definitely isn't." 
 
    "You've got to find a way to reach her, Michael," said Taylor. "Our lives are depending on it." 
 
    "I will keep trying," said Taylor. "How are the others doing?" He spent most of his waking time with Pam, off the ship, in other planes of existence. 
 
    "Ensign Wood has taken command in your absence, as you requested. Despite the seriousness of the situation I think he enjoys being in charge of a battle cruiser, albeit one that has no crew and isn't moving," said Victor. "As for Doctor McCrae, he is resting in his quarters. He says he's catching up on his sleep so he will be wide awake and full of energy the next time we get captured and tortured by aliens." 
 
    "He's joking, right?" 
 
    "I don't think so," said Victor. 
 
    "And Vincent?" 
 
    Victors eyebrows went up. "He's basically been my only companion. He comes by and talks, once or more a day. He's really a good lad, Michael." 
 
    "Yeah," said Taylor unenthusiastically. 
 
    "Don't hold the past against him, Michael. That was nearly a billion years ago." 
 
    "It's funny, because it feels just like a few weeks ago," said Taylor. "And Elizabeth?" 
 
    "I don't see much of her," said Victor. "She keeps to herself." 
 
    "Should I-" 
 
    "No," said Victor, shaking his head. "I don't think that would help. Elizabeth understands, Michael. She doesn’t want to, but she does. Once again, you're doing what you have to do to save us. She understands. Really, she does." 
 
    Taylor nodded, but he felt tension in his chest. He tried exhaling slowly, but it was still there. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The little planetoids were gone. 
 
    Back in the year 500,000,000, the United and their predecessors had built all kinds of interesting shaped planetoids, in the shapes of crescents, triangles, cubes, and other shapes.  
 
    Those were all gone now. 
 
    So were Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, Neptune, and Pluto. Only the Earth remained, though it was all dried up, and unoccupied. When Taylor asked why the Earth was still there if no one was living there, Pam smiled and said, "For sentimental reasons", which surprised him, and made him wonder if she was making a joke. 
 
    In place of the missing planets were 17 new planets, of all different shapes and sizes. Some were big, purple gas giants. Others were small, rocky moons. When he asked for their names, he was told they had none, that they were known by "conceptual thoughts" which could not be expressed in words.  
 
    "Try me," Taylor had said. 
 
    "That one," said Pam, pointing what looked like a rocky moon. "We call it, as best I can translate, Aren particles, Xan relationship, Four buoy, Tan Axis-" 
 
    Taylor interrupted, "All right, I see. You name them based on properties they hold in other dimensions. Properties you screan and expra, correct?" 
 
    "Correct, Captain," said Pam. "Even your limited level of understanding is most impressive." 
 
    It could have come across as a sneer. But the way Pam said it, it sounded like she was admiring him.  
 
    "Part of what we do is to expra the universe. We explore it in so many different ways. In so many different perspectives."  
 
    They zoomed in on a planet, and at the same time switched to a different dimension. It was now purple and glowing. "We might analyze its Zorens." 
 
    "Zorens?" 
 
    "You have no word for it," said Pam. "We can actually expra the Zorens as they go through their Alamite. We can Trista the arrangement of the organizing lines. We can Shursta the beauty of Tinbarshamats, as they dripple into Somisen." 
 
    "I… I don't understand." 
 
    "We can feel and experience the universe on so many different levels. We can feel the individual atoms, rubbing, bonding, creating, repelling. But atoms are just the beginning. There is more, so much more. I have not even the words for it," said Pam, and she looked a little sad. 
 
    Taylor felt sorry for her. He took her hand. "I understand." 
 
    "You do?" said Pam. 
 
    Taylor looked at the glowing purple planet. "It's beautiful. In its own way, it's beautiful. It is… shursta." 
 
    Pam brightened. "Yes, Shursta. How did you…." 
 
    "I'm not quite as backwards as you think," said Taylor. They stared at the glowing planet, in whatever dimension they were currently in. "It must be nice to share it, with someone who can appreciate it." He held her hand tightly. 
 
    "Yes," said Pam. "It can increase Formos." 
 
    "Formos?" 
 
    "You might call it… harmony, in our group." Pam said. "Anyway, that is part of our work. Observation. 
 
    "And the other part of your work?" 
 
    "Creation." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    There was a tremendous explosion, as a galaxy was born. It spread and expanded rapidly, forming star clusters in a spiral shape. 
 
    "Is that our galaxy?"Taylor asked. 
 
    "No," said Pam. "It is one of mine." 
 
    "Yours? You create galaxies?" 
 
    "And stars, and planets, and nebula," said Pam. "I vesper them." 
 
    "That's incredible!" said Taylor. 
 
    "I do not vesper alone. We all vesper them," said Pam. "My role is specific. I was created as a diagnostic tool. To help us get closer to Tisson Crae." 
 
    "Tisson Crae." 
 
    "The way… the way things should be," said Pam. "There are an infinite ways to create a galaxy. We create it the way it should be." 
 
    "Should be?"  
 
    "According to Tisson Crae." 
 
    "Your standard of perfection." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    She paused, looking at him with an unreadable expression. "The others have been requesting my return. I have unfinished work on two galaxies and three star clusters." 
 
    "You sound like a very busy diagnostic tool." 
 
    "I am," said Pam. 
 
    "Are your associates pressuring you to finish your research, so you can murder me and move on?" 
 
    "They are, Michael," said Pam. 
 
    "Then why haven't you?" 
 
    She looked away, almost evasively. "There are certain aspects of humanity I have yet to fully understand." She turned back towards him. "Are you ready to resume answering questions?" 
 
    "No," said Taylor. "You haven't shown me how you create a galaxy." 
 
    "Michael, that would take a long time." 
 
    "How long?" 
 
    "Perhaps a thousand or more of your years." 
 
    "I have time. I'm in no hurry." 
 
    And then Pam actually smiled at him! 
 
    "When you smile at me, what does that mean?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "That… that this body finds you amusing," said Pam. 
 
    "And do you?" 
 
    "No. I do not derive amusement," she said. 
 
    "Of course not," said Taylor. But he looked at her face as she said it. There was something there, just a hint of emotion. But what was the source, Pam, the human body, or Pam the diagnostic tool? It was hard to tell where one left off and the other began. 
 
    "All right," said Taylor. "If you can't show me how you create a galaxy, how about something small, like a planet? It seems to me we should be able to create a planet before lunch, right?" 
 
    Pam smiled at him again, and Taylor again felt an emotional connection. 
 
    "Well…." She said hesitantly. "On a galaxy we created some time ago, there was a problem with one of the solar systems. It was on my list of things to fix, but I haven't had the time." 
 
    "I know. I have a big list of solar systems that need fixing, and I never find the time either." 
 
    And then Pam laughed! "This… this body finds you… amusing… again. This feeling… of amusement… is it common… in your species?" She looked up at him, and Taylor could almost swear that he saw adoration in her eyes. 
 
    "Among some it is," said Taylor. 
 
    "What purpose does it serve?" 
 
    "It feels good," said Taylor. "And sometimes, it makes two people feel closer." 
 
    Pam gave him an odd stare, as if she was trying to somehow compute all this. 
 
    Suddenly, the image shifted, and they were floating around a solar system with several planets. 
 
    "This is the system that needs to be repaired," said Pam.  
 
    Taylor looked at it. There were two smaller planets closer to the sun, two gas giants, and then two smaller planets after that. "How do you know something is wrong with it?" 
 
    "I expra-ed it." 
 
    Suddenly the scene shifted. They were looking at the solar system, but from some kind of different direction. They saw colored flows emanating from the planets; and sounds, like discordant music; and Taylor could also feel vibrations. 
 
    "There is something not quite right about this system," said Pam. "I trista it, but there is a problem. It does not Formos properly." 
 
    "Formos?" 
 
    "The celestial bodies… do not interact properly," said Pam. "There is friction, where there should be none. If nothing is done, the solar system will fail in two billion years." 
 
    "That could be a problem," said Taylor.  
 
    "I am afraid you cannot help with this, due to your inability to expra," said Pam. "Do you have the patience to wait for several moments while I try to expra a solution?" 
 
    "Of course," said Taylor. 
 
    Pam looked at the planets and the sun and fell silent. 
 
    So did Taylor. At first he looked at her. She looked so beautiful, as she always did, in her sexy love-cation white dress. Her look of concentration was so amusing! He always found Pam cute, in everything she did. 
 
    But then his concentration gradually turned to the planets. He didn't understand what he was seeing, of course, not the meaning of the colors, or the sounds or the vibrations. Taylor started to tune out, to relax his mind and lose focus. As he looked at one planet, however, his mind started to make an intuitive jump. He looked at one of the smaller planets, and the gas giant behind it, and then looked at it again. 
 
    "Iron," he muttered. 
 
    "What?" said Pam, immediately turning to him. 
 
    "The… the second planet. I was thinking that it could use more of an iron nickel core." 
 
    "It already has an iron nickel core," said Pam. 
 
    "A larger one," said Taylor. 
 
    Pam gave him an odd look. "I will vesper it." She focused. 
 
    Suddenly, the second planet seemed to grow larger. The outflows from it, which were orange, suddenly grew clear. The sounds from it grew more mellifluous. The vibrations from it grew more regular. 
 
    Pam gave Taylor a startled look. "How did you-" 
 
    "The gas giant, behind it," said Taylor. "Move it out another twenty million miles. And increase the helium content of the atmosphere." 
 
    Pam looked confused, but said, "I shall vesper it." She concentrated on the scene. 
 
    And suddenly, everything changed. 
 
    The outflows from each planet, which had been different color, suddenly became the same color. All transparent, with a tinge of grey-blue, like the color of water. The vibrations from each planet became uniform, in  harmony with each other. 
 
    And the sounds! The sounds, which had been random before, became coordinated. It sounded like an exotic orchestra, played by a instruments Taylor had never seen or heard before. 
 
    "You… you fixed it," said Pam. "How did you do that?" 
 
    "I… I don’t know," said Taylor. "I just looked at it, and the thoughts just popped into my head. It seemed… the right thing to do." 
 
    "How can this be? You cannot expra; you cannot trista; you cannot shursta; you cannot screan." 
 
    "Maybe I can," said Taylor. "When I was held prisoner by the United in the year 500,000,000, they gave me something they called an isotope. It altered me. It made me see things that the others didn't." 
 
    "Could primitive screaning give you the ability to see this? I highly doubt that," said Pam. "Taylor… what you just did totally defies explanation! Do you know how frustrating that is for a diagnosing tool?" 
 
    He could see the look of shock and admiration on her face. "Did I do well?" 
 
    "Incredibly, yes. But now I want to know how you did it." 
 
    "Some things don't have an answer," said Taylor. 
 
    "Everything has an answer," said Pam. 
 
    "Maybe, even in the year one billion, there are still some things that have no answer," said Taylor. And he held her in the arms, and she gave him the look, and he reached down and kissed her. And as he heard the music of the solar system which he had created, they pressed their lips together, and enjoyed each other. 
 
    When Taylor pulled back, he was expressionless. "How was that?" 
 
    "My… my human body enjoyed that," said Pam. 
 
    "But not you?" 
 
    "I… I am a diagnostic tool. I am not meant to feel such things," said Pam, feeling and looking flustered. 
 
    "A pity," said Taylor calmly. 
 
    "Taylor?" 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "There is something I must tell you," said Pam. "You, your planet, are in great danger." 
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    "The entire human race is going to be wiped out?" said Victor. 
 
    "Worse, Victor. We will never have existed," said Taylor. 
 
    "But why, Michael?" 
 
    "There's a flaw in the galaxy, Victor." 
 
    "A flaw? What flaw?" 
 
    "A flaw in its construction," said Taylor. "According to Pam, the Milky Way Galaxy will collapse upon itself and destroy itself in 40 billion years." 
 
    "And that's a flaw?" 
 
    "According to Pam, galaxies usually last at least ten times as long," said Taylor.  
 
    "That's really taking the long view," said Victor. 
 
    "So what they plan to do is to go back in time and change the way the galaxy was created." 
 
    "Can they really do that?" 
 
    Taylor remembered observing the origins of the universe. "Oh, yes, Victor, they can." 
 
    "But… if they change the way the galaxy unfolds-" 
 
    "Earth, and mankind, will never exist," said Taylor. 
 
     "But what about them? They are descended from mankind too, are they not?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. "They will cease to exist as well. Not only will they cease to exist, but all the galaxies they have created will cease to exist too." 
 
    "And that doesn't bother them? That they are planning their own destruction, along with everyone else's?" Victor asked. 
 
    "They see no intrinsic value in their existence," said Taylor. "When I asked Pam about it, she shrugged and told me that while her group would cease to exist, there were other groups in the universe, doing much the same thing." 
 
    "So she doesn't mind wiping out all life in the galaxy, including her own," said Victor. 
 
    "That's how she sees it," said Taylor. 
 
    "Well, that makes worrying about the Black Box look like small change, doesn't it?" Victor said. "Not only will humanity be destroyed, but it will never have existed." He paused. "When are they going to do this?" 
 
    "A million years or so." 
 
    "A million years?" 
 
    "They're not hasty," said Taylor. 
 
    "Well… then, we've got plenty of time," said Victor. "Don't we?" 
 
    Taylor shook his head. "Victor, you're not thinking about this straight. Say somehow we get back home, to the 23rd century. Once we're back there, all time in the future will have happened, from our perspective. It will be future history." 
 
    "If that's true… then we will be wiped out, instantly. So instantly we won't know we ever existed," said Victor. 
 
    "Precisely," said Taylor. "Frankly, I'm surprised we haven't been wiped out of existence right now. If the future already exists-" 
 
    "Then maybe they decided not to destroy the galaxy," said Victor. 
 
    "Or maybe, somehow, it just hasn't happened yet. Victor, we've travelled a billion years in the future, but that doesn't make us experts on time paradoxes," said Taylor. 
 
    Victor laughed. 
 
    "What's funny?" 
 
    "Well, it's just… I thought we were just facing the end of our existence. You, me, Elizabeth, the six of us. But as it turns out there are much bigger stakes, once again," said Victor. He paused, considering. "Pam. Why did she tell you this?" 
 
    "She said she wasn't supposed to." 
 
    "But she did. What does that suggest to you?" 
 
    "That her humanity is slowly asserting itself," said Taylor. 
 
    "We can use that, Michael. Keep trying to influence her. Turn her to our side." 
 
    "Pam told me that there are over a thousand others in her group. What can one person do to help us?" 
 
    "Ask Suki Tanaka. Or Teldoc," said Victor. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "You let a finiteral redesign a solar system?" 49 asked. 
 
    "He assisted in it," said Pam. 
 
    "1018, I think you have been away from the group for too long," said 49. "You should rejoin, and merge, so we can Formos." 
 
    "I yearn for Formos, as you do," said Pam. "But you made me to be a research and diagnostic tool. I am performing my function. This finiteral has done a feat that we would have thought impossible. Look for yourself." 
 
    The multidimensional image of the solar system appeared around them. We studied it for a long moment. 
 
    "How much of this was your doing?" 
 
    "None," said Pam. "I merely vespered it, as per the finiteral's instructions." 
 
    "It… it is Tisson Crae," 49 said 
 
    "It is Shursta," 37 whispered. 
 
    "Yes, yes it is," said Pam. "There is more to these finiterals than it seems. That's why I want to be left to complete my analysis." 
 
    "I would like to perform my own analysis," said 1012. "If these finiterals are so unusual, they might merit a second perspective." 
 
    "Very well," said Pam. "But do not interfere with my own ongoing analysis." 
 
    "Of course," said 1012. 
 
    1012 faded. 
 
    37 said, "1012 wants you to return to Formos." 
 
    "I know precisely what 1012 wants," said Pam.  
 
    "For eons you worked well together, creating galaxies with wonderful Tisson Crae. You were a team. You researched, and he pushed you to completion. That is all he is doing now." 
 
    "Is it?" Pam asked. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Victor entered the bridge. It was empty, which was odd. Ensign Wood should be on duty. He turned to go, when suddenly he saw a stranger. It must be one of the aliens. It was a tall man, with a serious expression on his face. 
 
    "Hello," said Victor. "Have you seen Ensign Wood?" 
 
    "He was just here," said the man. "You are Doctor Victor Berman?" 
 
    "Yes," said Victor. "What is your name?" 
 
    The man shook his head. "I do not have a name, as you know it. The other of us who was here seems to think there was something special about your species." 
 
    "I quite agree," said Victor, sitting down by a console. 
 
    "I do not. You live an extraordinary short life span. You do not vesper. You do not trista. You do not shustra. You have no conception of Tisson Crae." 
 
    "All you say is true, but our virtue is in our basic humanity," said Victor. "Our love of life. Our love of existence. We have travelled far in advance of our own time, and found that species even more evolved than we are had much to learn from us." 
 
    "There is nothing I could learn from you," said the man. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    McCrae checked his chrono. Vincent was late. That wasn't like him. They were supposed to play a game of three dimensional chess. And then he heard the door swish open. 
 
    "Vincent, it's about time-" 
 
    Only it wasn't Vincent. 
 
    "Who are you?" McCrae asked. 
 
    The man smiled at him. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Her door buzzed. 
 
    "Go away," said Elizabeth. 
 
    Her door buzzed again. 
 
    "Oh, go away." 
 
    And then her eyes widened when she saw the door to her quarters vanish. An unfamiliar man stood there. 
 
    "Who are you?" said Elizabeth. "What do you want?" 
 
    "Terribly little, actually," said the man. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Ah, ah, ah, aaaaaah," said Taylor, his face a mask of pain and joy. 
 
    The other Taylor. 
 
    Taylor and Pam watched dispassionately as Taylor, the other Taylor, had relations with Pam for the last time. 
 
    "Was that good for you?" the other Pam asked dreamily, with a satisfied smile. 
 
    "Yeah," said the other Taylor. 
 
    "I'm glad you enjoyed it. Because that was the last time." 
 
    "Why did she end your relationship in that way?" Pam asked. 
 
    "I've wondered the same thing, more than once," said Taylor. "Was she being spiteful? Or was she trying to be kind? I still don't know the answer." 
 
    "Chronologically, there was a time when Pam had no feelings for you," said Pam. "Then there was a time she liked you. Then there was a time when she loved you. Then there was a time when she no longer loved you. During all these times, she was the same person, and you were also the same person. And yet her attitudes changed radically. Can you explain that?" 
 
    Taylor watched himself, looking shocked, surprised, and hurt, being forced to get dress and being booted out of Pam's apartment. "A relationship is… a learning experience. It's just like building a solar system." 
 
    "Really?" said Pam. 
 
    "Really," said Taylor. "When you built that defective solar system, the one I fixed, did you purposefully try to build a defective planet?" 
 
    "Of course not." 
 
    "You only realized it some time after you built it, didn't you?" 
 
    Pam looked amused. "Are you saying that a relationship is as complex as vespering a solar system?" 
 
    "Maybe even more so," said Taylor. "With relationships, attraction comes first. Incompatibilities take longer to come out, over time. Pam loved me because I was handsome, attractive, the model Survey Service officer that many women lust after. She wasn't thinking about the fact that my missions took me away from Earth for months at a time; she wasn't thinking about how infrequently we'd be able to see each other; she was only thinking of how attractive I was, at first." 
 
    "And what were you thinking, Taylor?" 
 
    "I? I was thinking… of how beautiful her long, straight blonde hair was," said Taylor, staring at Pam's. "I was thinking how lovely  her brilliant green eyes were, and her high cheekbones, and her luscious lips," he said, staring at Pam's face.  
 
    "It is so random, then. You do not look for qualities which would help a long term relationship survive. What you both look for are ephemeral qualities… like attractiveness." 
 
    "Yes. There's nothing rational about attraction," said Taylor. "Sometimes it blossoms into something more, and sometimes it doesn't. Why did you join the group you are a part of?" 
 
    "I did not join, although some do. I was created, specifically, to be a diagnostic and research tool." 
 
    "Do you enjoy being a diagnostic and research tool… for your group?" 
 
    "Enjoy?" Pam frowned. "I experience Formos, if that is what you are asking." 
 
    "Formos?" 
 
    "It is a kind of… satisfaction from being a member of a harmonious group." 
 
    "Formos," said Taylor. "In the year one billion, love is out the window, and all we have left is… Formos." He made a wry face. "I can hardly wait." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Pam returned Taylor to the Judicator, telling him. "I have some matters to attend to. I will be back for dinner, and sleeping with you tonight." 
 
    Ever since she had become human, Pam took her meals with Taylor, and slept in the same bed with him. They didn't have physical relations, but Pam's body enjoyed the feeling of lying next to Taylor. While she slept, of course, the rest of her could be attending to other matters; Pam's human form was only one aspect of her whole. 
 
    But an increasingly troubling one. Her human extension was filling her with all sorts of unusual thoughts. She found herself smiling, and laughing. Her human body found Taylor to be… charming. Amusing. Attractive. Her human body wanted to make love to him. But each time Taylor turned her down. It was not enough that her body wanted to make love to him, he said, she had to want it herself, which was ridiculous, since a research and diagnostic tool had no interest in such matters. 
 
    It still troubled her that she had confided in Taylor about the plans under discussion to erase the galaxy and start over. She should not have told Taylor about that.  And yet, when Taylor had correctly expra-ed the solution to the problem with the solar system, she had been so taken by surprised, so impressed with him, that she felt something for him which made her reveal those facts to him. Empathy? Sympathy? She had never felt either before, so it was hard to know what it was. Perhaps her human extension was influencing her more than she thought. 
 
    "All right, see you soon," said Taylor longingly. The way he looked at her now, it had changed. Taylor used to look at her. Now he seemed to look for her. Pam expra-ed that there was a difference, but she wasn't quite sure what it meant. 
 
    After Pam left, Taylor went looking for the crew. The bridge was empty. Ensign Wood wasn't on duty. He went to the cafeteria. Empty. The ship's lounge. Empty. 
 
    He activated the comm. "Is anyone aboard? Anyone at all? Report!" 
 
    "No one will respond, Captain." 
 
    Taylor turned to see a tall, dark haired man standing there. "Who are you?" his eyes narrowed. "You're one of them, aren't you?" 
 
    "One of Us, you mean. Yes," said the man, smiling as he took a step forward.  
 
    Taylor took a step backwards. "What have you done with my crew?" 
 
    "Oh, I don't know, they're probably around here, somewhere," said the man, grinning. 
 
    There was something about him, something familiar. "Have we met before?" 
 
    "Not exactly," said the man, giving an odd smile.  
 
    "What do you want?" Taylor asked, still edging away from him. 
 
    "My counterpart has demonstrated an unusual curiosity in yourself," said the man. 
 
    "Counterpart?" Taylor's eyes narrowed. "You mean, Pam." 
 
    "Pam," said the man. "What a delightfully non-descriptive name. Yes, Pam." 
 
    "You describe yourself as her counterpart. Are you her spouse, her mate?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "We don't have such retrograde concepts, Captain. Our affiliation is of a much higher nature," said the man. "We do important work together. Pam, as you call her, designs galaxies. Very important work. But right now she is not designing anything. Do you know why?" 
 
    "Because she's examining me," said Taylor. 
 
    "That's right," said the man. "When Pam gets off-track, when Pam gets too overfocused on details, that's where my job comes in. I'm the expediter, designed to get Pam focused on the big picture. Designed to get her to completion." 
 
    "What is your hurry?" Taylor asked. "You live for millions of years, if not longer. What difference can a few days possibly make to you?" 
 
    "In the abstract, none. But your presence is a distraction. Pam, as you call her, is straying from her true purpose. She is a diagnostic and research tool, but in your company she is rapidly becoming something else, not in her original design" 
 
    "I'm flattered." 
 
    "You shouldn't be. Her actions are disrupting the Formos of Us." The man looked at Taylor. "It is said you have unusual screaning abilities. Perhaps you can even expra? Show me your powers, Taylor." 
 
    "What… what do you want to see?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Tell me… what I am about to do right now." The man smiled, and took another step forward. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Pam returned to the ship, in the cafeteria. Taylor usually waited for her there. He no longer needed to feed her, but sometimes he still did, putting a piece of carrot or lettuce between her lips and watching her munch contently. He did it not because he had to, but because he enjoyed it. Why Pam didn't know. He smiled at her as she ate. Something seemed to be happening in his mind as he watched her eat food he fed her, but she couldn't expra exactly what that was. 
 
    Every day her body grew more and more accustomed to Taylor's. It was an interesting distraction. She wondered if she would still have these feelings when the experiment ended. Probably not, as she would simply terminate her human extension. For some reason, the prospect of that was starting to bother her. She didn't know why. 
 
    Taylor was not in the cafeteria. 
 
    Pam stretched out with her senses. The entire ship seemed to be empty! What had happened here in her absence? And then she expra-ed more closely. There was a presence, in Taylor's quarters. That must be there. 
 
    Instantly, she was inside his quarters. The lighting was dim. 
 
    "Taylor?" she said. 
 
    Taylor smiled up at her. 
 
    "Are you tired?" Pam asked. 
 
    "Yes, tired," said Taylor. "Come and lie down with me." 
 
    Odd. Although Pam was almost certain that Taylor enjoyed when she pressed her body against his, he had never before asked her to lie down with him. Pam lay by his side. "Where is the rest of your crew?" 
 
    "Oh, they're around," said Taylor. He reached over and kissed her on the lips. 
 
    This was doubly odd. Taylor had kissed her before, a number of times, but each kiss had been preceded by… something, an event which spurred an emotion which caused him to do it. Now he was kissing her, without any apparent antecedent. What had caused this change in behavior? 
 
    She felt his lips against hers. They felt different too. Taylor's lips were strong, and firm. Now they were also grasping, experimenting, hungering in a way she had never felt before. She felt his hands on her dress, starting to pull the shoulder straps down. 
 
    "Taylor, what are you doing?" she asked. 
 
    "You want to make love, don't you?" he said. "Let us perform the ritual of reproduction that you have asked for so many times." 
 
    And then she looked into his eyes, and expra-ed, and realized that this wasn't Taylor. 
 
    She pushed him back. 
 
    "You!" she said, sitting up. 
 
    "Me," said 1012. 
 
    "What did you do with Taylor? With the crew?" 
 
    He didn't answer. 
 
    "You killed them, didn't you?" 
 
    "Yes," 1012 grinned. He took her hand. "They were a distraction, 1018. You are a brilliant researcher. But sometimes you get stuck on one topic. This is my job, to get you unstuck. Let us go back to Us." 
 
    "No!" 
 
    "Let us have Formos!" 
 
    "No!" 
 
    "Let us create galaxies together!" said 1012. 
 
    "No!" Pam gave him a baleful look, and suddenly they were both on the bridge, as well as the six remaining members of the crew of the Judicator. 
 
    "What happened?" Elizabeth asked. "I was in my quarters… with that man! And now I'm here…." 
 
    "He killed you," said Pam. 
 
    "What?" said Elizabeth. 
 
    "He murdered you," said Pam. "I apologize for the inconvenience." 
 
    Taylor looked at the man. "I know you. Now I remember where I've seen you before." 
 
    "You should," said 1012. 
 
    "You're Doug. Doug, the man Pam left me for," said Taylor. 
 
    1012 smiled. "Like Pam, I tried to assume a form I thought you would fine pleasing." 
 
    Pam gave him a nasty glare. 
 
    "Pam, what is happening here?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "This is… an associate of Us," said Pam. 
 
    "One of your group?" 
 
    "Yes," said Pam. "Like me, he has a specialized function. His role is to expedite." 
 
    "To expedite," said Taylor, suddenly remembering. 
 
    "He feels I am spending too much time studying you. So he killed you." 
 
    "Are we… still dead?" Elizabeth asked. 
 
    "Not at present. Do you wish to go back to being dead?" Pam asked. 
 
    "No, no, alive is fine," said Elizabeth hastily. 
 
    Taylor turned to 1012. "You're jealous." 
 
    "What?" said 1012. 
 
    "You are jealous," said Taylor. "You are angry Pam is spending time with me. You want her to spend time with you." 
 
    "I want Pam, as you call her, to return to her basic function, creating galaxies." 
 
    "With you," said Taylor. He turned to Pam. "I thought basic emotions hadn't survived in the year one billion. I see I was wrong." 
 
    "You are wrong. I do not feel your crude emotions to animalistically couple with Pam," said 1012. 
 
    "Then why, while disguised as Taylor, were you trying to do that very thing with me?" Pam asked. She turned to Taylor. "He tried to make love to me. I know you would never be kind enough to do that." 
 
    "I… I…." Suddenly, 1012 was at a loss for words. Pam waved her hand and he disappeared. 
 
    "Where did he go?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Elsewhere," said Pam. She turned to him. "I am sorry you were inconvenienced." 
 
    "You mean murdered," said Taylor. 
 
    "Yes, murdered. I promise it will not happen again, at least until we have finished our examination of you." 
 
    "That's very comforting," said Doctor McCrae, speaking for the first time. "But I have a better idea. Why not just not murder us at all?" 
 
    "But… you do not belong here." 
 
    "Send us back to our own time," said McCrae. 
 
    "Why would we?" Pam asked. "You are finiterals. The effort would be meaningless." 
 
    "Not to us," said Taylor. 
 
    Pam frowned. "You are upset because you were briefly murdered. I understand that. I will leave you to rest for a while. We will resume our sessions in a short time." And she vanished. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Despite their advanced nature, despite being literally constructed from the building blocks of matter itself, they seem to have emotions, just as we do," said Victor. 
 
    "But they're in denial of them. That could be the most dangerous thing of all," said Taylor. 
 
    "You have to keep trying to reach Pam. Turn her to our side," said Victor. 
 
    "I am trying, Victor." 
 
    "But you haven't fucked her," said Elizabeth. 
 
    Taylor gave her a look of shock and surprise. 
 
    "You heard me. That's what she wants. It's obvious. It's written all over her. So why don't you?" Elizabeth asked. 
 
    "It's complicated," said Taylor, turning his chair away. 
 
    She turned it so it faced her again. "Make it simple, so a Ph.D. in the Scientific Branch can understand." 
 
    "You remember our experience with the United," said Taylor. "We were all forced… to do things that we didn't want to do. If you recall, one of the things I was forced to do was to  have physical relations with Jennifer. But it wasn't Jennifer, it was that thing Jennifer had become. As I… put myself into her, I found myself staring at those dark eyes. Those cold, dark, alien eyes. It was…traumatizing." 
 
    "And yet you managed to get the job done. You're a man," said Elizabeth contemptuously. 
 
    Only by thinking of Pam. 
 
    "Yes I did," said Taylor. "But it was not pleasant. I… I wouldn't want to do it again." 
 
    "That's it? That's your reason? Taylor, you will fuck anything that moves. I've seen it firsthand," said Elizabeth  
 
    "That's enough, Elizabeth," said Victor. 
 
    "Anything with a hole, you'll shove it into-" 
 
    "Elizabeth, that's enough!" Victor yelled. 
 
    No one had ever heard Victor yell before. She was startled into silence. 
 
    "We all know your feelings on this," said Victor. "But we have got to find a way to reach Pam." 
 
    "I quite agree, Victor," said Elizabeth. "That's why I want him to fuck her." 
 
    "You do?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "I don't want to die again, Taylor," said Elizabeth. "I want to go home, like all of you. If what it takes is fucking her, then close your eyes and do it for queen and country." 
 
    Despite the crudeness of her tone, Taylor smiled at her use of the anachronism. 
 
    "She does have a point, Michael," said Victor. "If you can reach her, through physical pleasuring-" 
 
    "I don't think I can," said Taylor. "Right now that's what's holding her back. The fact that I haven't had physical relations with her. It's data she desperately wants." 
 
    "But sooner or later she's going to run out of patience," said Victor. "Or the others will make her." 
 
    "Victor… I… I… I just feel it's the wrong strategy," said Taylor. He had instinctively wanted to say he had screaned it. Why would he say that? "Every time she asks me to make love to her, she says her human body wants it. Not her. I feel if I comply, that it will be underwhelming, and that will be the end of it." 
 
    "So what are you waiting for?" Victor asked. "For a diagnostic tool to want to have physical relations with you?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. "She is more than just a diagnostic tool. Much more." 
 
    "How can you be sure, Michael?" 
 
    "I… I screan it." There. He had said it. 
 
    Elizabeth gave a derisive laugh. 
 
    "The United gave me the isotope, Elizabeth," Taylor said sharply. "It changed me. It changed my perception of things." 
 
    "Obviously." 
 
    "This is the right way to proceed." 
 
    "What do you think, Victor?" Elizabeth asked. 
 
    Victor shrugged. "The Survey Service had very good reasons when they put Michael in charge. He's a survivor. Perhaps we should trust his instincts." 
 
    Taylor nodded slightly, but still felt Elizabeth's glare on him. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They were staring at a star cluster, in pink, brown, and yellow colors. 
 
    "The universe is alive," said Pam. 
 
    "What do you  mean? That some of the stars have planets, and some of the planets have life on them?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Partially. But it is much more than that. The planets, even the stars… many of them have self-awareness." 
 
    "Self aware planets? Self aware suns?" said Taylor. "Can this really be? 
 
    "Yes," said Pam. 
 
    Suddenly, they shifted to another plane of existence. They were in a solar system, but the sun and planets looked… different. 
 
    They pulsated with life. It was more of a feeling than a sight.  
 
    "Do not look with your eyes. Try to screan." Pam said. 
 
    Taylor closed his eyes. He reached out with senses he wasn't even sure he had. He listened, he waited, and he listened some more….. 
 
    And he felt it. Life. Not on the planets, but the planets themselves. And they weren't simply alive, they were intelligent, on some level thinking beings. He could feel their enormous minds, thinking, ruminating, processing. 
 
    "How… how is this possible?" Taylor said. 
 
    "I have found a metaphor in your mind which might make it comprehensible to you," said Pam. "You have something called icebergs on your Earth, do you not? The icebergs are quite large, but on a waterbound ship you can only see the tip of them. The rest is submerged. It is the same with planets. What you see, in your narrow version of time and space, is a gaseous body. Or an iron nickel core. But in other planes of existence, it is often associated with organization. Awareness. Intelligence. Sentience." 
 
    "Are… are all planets like this?" 
 
    "No," said Pam. "Some are barely self-aware. Some are not aware at all. Sometimes you have to dig down through thousands of layers of planes of existence to find awareness, if you do at all. But some are connected to intellects that are quite, quite sentient, even by your lax standards." 
 
    Taylor felt the intelligence from a green rocky planet. The intellect was part of the planet, and yet, also separate from it. He couldn't sense what the planet was thinking, only that it did think, it did exist. And it was aware of him! The universe… so much of every part of the universe was aware of its other parts. 
 
    "That is the key to their interconnectivity, and the key to maintaining Tisson Crae," said Pam. 
 
    And then Taylor turned his attention to the Sun. It radiated intelligence as well. But there was something… familiar about it. 
 
    And then he opened his eyes, and saw Pam framed in the sun. "You," he breathed. "You're the sun." 
 
    "How could you know that?" said Pam, looking startled. 
 
    "I… I don't know. I suppose I screaned it." 
 
    Pam was bewildered. "You should not have this ability-" 
 
    Her voice was cut off as Taylor grabbed her and kissed her. She instinctively wrapped her arms around him. The feeling of having him close, of feeling his warm body against her, was so intoxicating, so powerful.  
 
    When he pulled back, Taylor said, "You're so beautiful. Both of you. All of you." Pam was a star, a real star! It took some getting used to. 
 
    "This… this body thanks you," said Pam. "This body is… very flattered. Very excited." 
 
    "Only the body?" said Taylor sharply. 
 
    Pam nodded, looking sad. "Only the body. It wants…. It very much wants…." 
 
    "I know what it wants," said Taylor, gently pushing away from her. 
 
    Pam had tears in her eyes. 
 
    "So… you're a star, and a human being?" 
 
    "And more," said Pam. "I…" she wiped some tears away. "I have a multiphasic existence." 
 
    "How are you part of your group? This star must be many light years from Earth." 
 
    "It is a star you call Clara, some 842 light years from Earth. But distance does not matter," said Pam. "Only volition," she said, looking into his eyes. 
 
    "I have never kissed a star before," said Taylor. 
 
    "Neither… neither have I," said Pam, sniffling. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "I feel like it's all worth it, Victor," said Taylor. 
 
    "Worth it?" said Victor. 
 
    "The things I've seen…. I joined the Survey Service to be an astronaut," said Taylor. "But the things I've seen here… the dawn of the universe. The nature of infinite dimensions in an infinite universe. The idea of other planes of existence, where everything is interconnected. The understanding that planets and stars, on other planes of existence, can be sentient beings. It's all so amazing. It's more than I expected when the Service. It's more than any astronaut could have expected.  Even if Pam kills us when this is over, I think… I think maybe I'll die content." 
 
    Victor smiled. "Remember when you asked me why I signed up for this suicide mission? Now you know the answer, Michael. I only wish I could have come and seen what you saw." 
 
    "Maybe Pam will let me take you," said Taylor. 
 
    "No," said Elizabeth. "She only takes you. She has a very singular interest. Have you fucked her yet?" 
 
    "Elizabeth-" said Victor. 
 
    "Have you, Michael?" 
 
    "No," said Taylor. "We had a moment… when I discovered she was a sun. She was so… beautiful, so blindingly beautiful, in all her forms. I… I think I screaned it. The way she was framed against the yellow sun…. there was a moment when we… we could have…." 
 
    "But you didn't," said Victor. 
 
    "No, we didn't," said Taylor. 
 
    "Maybe you still will," said Victor. 
 
    With a gasp, Elizabeth got up and left. Vincent followed her. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Elizabeth!" Vincent called after her, as she walked quickly down the corridor. "Elizabeth, wait!" 
 
    She stopped. "What do you want?" 
 
    "I… I… I want to help," said Vincent. 
 
    "Really?" Suddenly she was arms akimbo. "And how do you propose to do that?" 
 
    "I… I don't know. Maybe if we talked." 
 
    "And what would we talk about, Vincent? The time you whipped me, on my back and my chest?" 
 
    "I…." 
 
    "Or the time you brutally broke me, and turned me into a slave?" 
 
    "Elizabeth-" 
 
    "Or how about the time you took off my clothes and made me wear a black slave leotard, and put a slave collar around my neck-" 
 
    "Elizabeth, that was almost a billion years ago!" said Vincent, grabbing her arm. 
 
    Elizabeth's eyes narrowed. "It feels like it happened just yesterday. Time travel is funny in that way, isn't it?" She pulled her arm away. "And don't you touch me ever again. Don't you dare touch me." Her eyes ablaze, she fast marched off. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They were talking about love. 
 
    Pam turned to Taylor. "You say you will not make love to me because I do not want it. But you had relations to Elizabeth when you were not in love with her. Is that all that is required, for the woman to love you? Are your own feelings irrelevant?" She looked into his eyes.  
 
    "No. They are very relevant." 
 
    Pam looked surprised. "This body is attracted to you," she said, her fingers lingering on a nipple, rubbing it through his shirt. 
 
    "I need more than just the body to be attracted to me," said Taylor. He looked into her green eyes, He tried to screan what was behind them, but couldn't. They were not lifeless as they once were, but… he could not clearly see beyond them. 
 
    "I am a diagnostic and research tool. I cannot be attracted to you." 
 
    "That's a pity," said Taylor, turning away. 
 
    "Yes," said Pam, with regret in her voice. "It is." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "I am getting closer to completion," said Pam. 
 
    "You have been saying that for some time," said 1012. 
 
    "I would be closer to completion if you hadn't interrupted," said Pam. "How am I expected to work when you keep killing my subjects?" 
 
    "Don't exaggerate, I only killed them once," said 1012. "There was no harm done." 
 
    "1018, are you getting closer to completion?" 49 asked. 
 
    Pam paused. She knew the answer they wanted. The only answer they would except. "Yes." 
 
    "When?" 
 
    "In a few minicycles," said Pam, hoping that was good enough. 
 
    "Good. Finish your work, pattern the results and upload them, and then let us move on," said 49. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Have we met before?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Before we met, at the pyramid. Did we meet before that?" he asked. 
 
    Pam frowned. "I do not believe so. Why do you ask?" 
 
    "When I was prisoner of the United, in the year 500,000,000, I had a number of dreams. It seemed I was being helped by comrades who had died or been taken over by the United. They said they were in turned were reaching me through the help of someone else. And then, when my despair was at its height, you appeared to me in a dream. You told me we would meet again." 
 
    "A dream, of your Pam?" 
 
    "So I thought, except… in that dream, Pam didn't talk like Pam… she reminded me more of you, now that I recall it," said Taylor. "She said she travelled 500,000,000 years to find me, but was that Pam saying it from the past, or you from the future?" He looked intently at her. "Did you appear to me in a dream? Or was that just my mind playing tricks on me?" 
 
    Pam frowned, and was silent for a long moment, which was uncharacteristic of her. She looked up and said, "It was not me. At least, it was not me, yet." 
 
    "Yet?" 
 
    "Perhaps in my own future I will go back into the past and assist you. I cannot speak for what has not happened yet." 
 
    Taylor stepped forward, so that they stood face to face. "Now, why would you go back into the past, to help a minor finiteral, one you intend to kill fairly soon?" 
 
    "It does not kockk. I agree," said Pam. "Except…." 
 
    "Except what?" 
 
    "I would never call you minor, Michael Taylor," she said, and she gently touched his cheek, and stared at him for another long moment. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Then she turned and faced him again. "But temporal paradoxes can and do occur all the time, whenever the timeline is changed." 
 
    "Can you give me an example?" 
 
    "Certainly," said Pam. 
 
    And then, at that moment, a second Pam, identical to the first, appeared. 
 
    "What? Who are you?" said Taylor. Was this the man who looked like Doug, playing another trick in disguise? 
 
    The second Pam said nothing. She went up to Taylor, and gave him a passionate kiss. Then she smiled, and faded away. 
 
    "What… what was that?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Excuse me one moment," said Pam. She suddenly disappeared. 
 
    A second later, she reappeared. 
 
    "Don't tell me…." 
 
    Pam was silent. 
 
    "Well?" 
 
    "You asked me not to tell you," said Pam, giving a small smile. At that moment there was just something so incredibly cute about her. She was flirting with him again, he was sure of it! 
 
    "Did you just go back in time and kiss me?" 
 
    "Are you sure you wish to know?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Then I did," said Pam.  
 
    "Why did you choose to demonstrate temporal mechanics with a kiss?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "I thought it a simple enough demonstration which would captivate your attention," said Pam. 
 
    "Really? All for the cause of science, right?" 
 
    "Yes," Pam smiled smugly. 
 
    "Exactly what I'd expect from a diagnostic tool which has no feelings," said Taylor. 
 
    Pam raised her eyebrows. "Of course, that is only an extremely basic demonstration of what can be done. Would you like to see something more… elaborate?" 
 
    "Will it wipe out all life on Earth from ever existing?" 
 
    Pam considered. "No." 
 
    "Then all right," said Taylor. 
 
    And then suddenly, they were in a room full of Taylors, and a room full of Pam's. The Taylors each held a Pam in their arm. And each Taylor was kissing the Pam. Taylor watched as a roomful of himself kissed a roomful of Pams. When they were done, they all had very satisfied looks on their faces. Then they were gone. 
 
    "How…." 
 
    "You see, this time you were the one who did the kissing," said Pam. 
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    "Hello again." 
 
    "You!" Elizabeth cried. 1012 had just appeared in her quarters. 
 
    "Don't be afraid," said 1012. 
 
    "Don't be afraid? The last time I saw you, you killed me!" 
 
    "Very briefly," said 1012. He sat down on her bed. She shrank away. "Very, very briefly." 
 
    "What… what do you want?" Elizabeth asked. 
 
    "To help you," said 1012. 
 
    "I really, really doubt that," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "No, I really do. I realized we both have the same problem." 
 
    "We do?" said Elizabeth. 
 
    "Yes," said 1012.  "I want 1018 to return to her primary function." 
 
    "1018? You mean Pam, don't you?" 
 
    "Yes, Pam," said 1012, saying the name with clear disgust in his voice. "I want 1018 back, and you want Michael Taylor back." 
 
    "No… no I don't." 
 
    "Yes, yes you do," said 1012. "You love him." 
 
    "No!" 
 
    "You cannot lie to me. Your mind is such an open book, I need not even expra it; I can screan it from here." 
 
    "I… I was in love with Michael," said Elizabeth. "But… he's infatuated with her. You've seen him!" 
 
    "What if I could help you win him back?"  
 
    "Could you? How?" 
 
    "I'll show you," said 1012, giving a smile. "Just take my hand." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Pam had just dropped Taylor off on the Judicator. She wanted to report in to Us, and promised to be back soon. 
 
    "Time travel, Victor. It's amazing," said Taylor. 
 
    "I know, I've seen it firsthand," said Victor. 
 
    "No," said Taylor. "I don't mean time traveling, in a ship, to a period in time, plus or minus a million years. I mean discrete time travel, to a certain moment in time, without a spaceship, without a time tunnel." He told Victor what Pam had done. 
 
    "Fascinating," said Victor. "But… what about the responsibility that goes with it? They could change the entire course of time for everyone." 
 
    "I know, Victor. That sense of self-awareness seems to be absent. Or else why would they be debating whether to destroy the entire galaxy?" 
 
    "Michael, are you getting any closer to reaching her, emotionally?" 
 
    Taylor thought about the demonstrations, how they involved kissing. "Maybe. She's clearly infatuated with me. At  least, Pam the woman is." 
 
    "And what about Pam, the diagnostic tool?" 
 
    Taylor remembered looking into her eyes. "I'm just not sure how deep it goes, Victor." 
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    Taylor returned to his quarters, and started to remove his clothes. He wanted to take a sonic shower before Pam returned. He had just finished removing his Survey Service uniform when he heard a voice behind him. 
 
    "Oh. How perfect. Just the way I like you." 
 
    Taylor turned to find Elizabeth, standing inside his doorway. 
 
    "Elizabeth? How did you get in here?" He noticed she was wearing a silky silver dress. A dress he had never seen before. As he looked at the curves, he couldn't imagine Elizabeth ever owning such a dress. Where did she get it from? 
 
    He picked up his discarded shirt to cover his nudity. Elizabeth grabbed it and tossed it away. "There's no need for modesty,  here," she said. "Believe me, Michael, you have nothing that I haven't seen before, or felt inside of me, for that matter." She reached forward and kissed him passionately. 
 
    There was a smell in the air. The strong smell of rotting oranges. What was that? As Taylor started to breathe it in, he started to become aroused. "Where did you get that dress?" he asked. 
 
    "Do you like it?" Elizabeth smiled. He noticed she was wearing makeup. Elizabeth never wore makeup! Her eyelids were painted light blue, and she had reddish cheeks, and bright, red lips. "I got it just for you." 
 
    "Got it where?" The smell of oranges was deep in his lungs now. 
 
    Elizabeth kissed him againHe felt himself getting excited. He had to have her. He started to kiss her back, furiously, kissing a trail around her neck like a wild animal.  
 
    "That's right," said Elizabeth knowingly. "Oh yes, Michael! Just like that!" 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "He will not perform the ritual with me," said Pam. 
 
    She was talking to 37. 37, who had a major role in creating Pam, often was more… sympathetic to Pam's point of views than the others. Of course, they all had excellent Formos, usually. But on occasion when Pam's views diverged from the rest, she often turned to 37. 
 
    "It seems like such a simple three dimensional act," said 37. "Why don't you get one of the other males to perform it with you?" 
 
    "I… I want Taylor to do it," said Pam. "I think he will give the most scientifically interesting response." 
 
    "The most scientifically interesting response," 37 repeated. 1018 had been known to get obsessed with her work before. That's why she had been paired so often with 1012. 
 
    At that moment, 1012 actually appeared, by her side. "I have an interesting development to report about the finiterals." 
 
    "Did you kill them again?" Pam asked. 
 
    "I only killed them once. Are you going to hold that against me for an eon?" 1012 asked. 
 
    "What do you have to report?" Pam asked. 
 
    "No. You have to see it for yourself. Come with me." 
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    They were in Taylor's quarters, slightly out of phase, so they wouldn't be seen. But they could see and hear everything. 
 
    "Oh.. oh.. oh… oh…" Taylor cried, as he had relations with Elizabeth.  
 
    "What is this? Pam asked.  
 
    "You wanted to see Taylor perform this act. I knew how interested you were in his performance of it, so when I saw him doing it, I knew you would want to see." 
 
    Taylor finished the act, crying out. Then he collapsed on top of Elizabeth. 
 
    Pam stepped into phase, so she could now be seen and heard. "What is happening here?" Her sensors detected a chemical, in the air. 
 
    "Pam!" said Taylor. He pulled away from Elizabeth abruptly, looking extremely shocked and embarrassed. He lifted his discarded shirt to cover his wet, flaccid organ, as if that would help mitigate things. 
 
    Elizabeth sat up. "Hello there, Pammy," she said, grinning wickedly, not bothering to cover herself. 
 
    Pam felt a hand on her shoulder. "Now that you have finally seen him perform the act, may we be rid of them?" 
 
    Pam looked from 1012 to Elizabeth to Taylor, then back to 1012."I see what you have done here." 
 
    Suddenly, the chemicals in the air was gone. So too, was a faint reordering of Elizabeth's neural pathways. 
 
    She blinked rapidly. "What am I doing… oh my God, Taylor?" She rapidly grabbed the blanket off her bed and covered herself. 
 
    Taylor looked up at Pam. "Pam… what's going on here?" 
 
    "An experiment, Michael," said Pam. 
 
    Suddenly Taylor noticed 1012. "Doug! What are you doing here?" 
 
    "Doug, as you call him, decided to conduct an experiment of his own. A very poorly considered one," said Pam, giving 1012 a dirty look. 
 
    "Involving me and Elizabeth?" said Taylor. 
 
    "No," said Pam. "Involving you and me." 
 
    "You and me? But we haven't-" 
 
    "Doug, as you call him, wished to see if he could make me… jealous, I believe the word is. Doug believes that I have become too influenced, too corrupted by my humanity extension, haven't you, Doug?" she said, putting ironic emphasis on his name. 
 
    "It is true. You have been corrupted by simplistic Animal Love. I hoped to make you realize that," said 1012. 
 
    "In reality, though, it is you, Doug, who has been corrupted by an animal emotion. You are the one who is suffering from jealousy." She said it calmly, but firmly, as a scientific conclusion. 
 
    "I? Jealous?" said Doug. "I am an expediting tool. I cannot experience jealousy." 
 
    "You have said on many occasions that you want me to return to work. To the work I do with you," said Pam. 
 
    "Yes, but that is because we work well together. Together, we create Tisson Crae. We have Formos." 
 
    "All true," said Pam. "But you are also jealous as well. I trista it quite clearly." 
 
    "I do not kockk!" said 1012. "We are rapidly losing patience with you, 1018. I was trying to help you, for the sake of Formos, for the sake of yourself." 
 
    "For the sake of yourself, I think," said Pam. "I kockk you, 1012. I kockk you only too well." She waved a hand, and 1012 disappeared. 
 
    Elizabeth looked from Michael to Pam. "Um… I'm leaving now," she said, wrapping his blanket around her. "It was, uh… nice seeing you, Michael. Goodbye now." She ran out of his quarters. 
 
    Pam looked at Michael. He looked so vulnerable, sitting there almost totally nude. "I am sorry for this," Pam said. 
 
    Taylor got up, still holding the shirt. "Sorrow is a human emotion. Is it your female body that is sorry, or are you, the diagnostic tool behind it, the one who is sorry?" 
 
    She looked up at him as dropped the shirt, and caressed her upper arms. "I… I am the one who is sorry." 
 
    Taylor reached down and kissed her. Pam felt like she was being transported through time and space. 
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    Her door buzzed. 
 
    "Go away!" 
 
    The door buzzed again. 
 
    "Go away!" 
 
    "Elizabeth, I'm going to keep buzzing until you let me in!" 
 
    "Arrrr!" she cried, gritting her teeth. "Enter!" she cried. 
 
    "I heard what happened," said Vincent, entering her quarters. 
 
    "Already? Has Taylor managed to tell everyone on the crew? It's only been five minutes! You must have all had a good laugh." 
 
    "No," said Vincent, sitting down by her bedside. She was still covered in a blanket. "Not Taylor. Pam." 
 
    "Pam?" Elizabeth looked at Vincent. "Why would Pam tell you?" 
 
    "Because… she knows I love you." 
 
    Elizabeth looked shocked. "You whipped me. You broke me. You tortured me." 
 
    "Yes," said Vincent. "And I love you." He reached down, and kissed her. 
 
    Elizabeth let the thought filter down into her, and in moments, she was kissing him back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "DIE, YOU FUCKERS, DIE!" 
 
    The USS Asgard had powered up full thrusters, a red fiery blaze coming out of its bottom. But it wasn't moving up; instead it was hovering low over the planet's surface, flaming the armies of Laquinta. 
 
    "WHERE IS YOUR GOD NOW?" came Taylor's voice over the external loudspeakers of the Asgard. "WHERE IS THAT FUCKER LAQUINTA NOW? DOING THE SAME THING I AM: LAUGHING HIS ASS OFF! BURN, YOU FUCKING COCKROACHES, BURN!!!!" 
 
    The flames licked over thousands of fanatics on the ground. They screamed, and tried to run, but the Asgard was relentless, like a giant blowtorch chasing masses of insects. 
 
    "This is a memory you return to often," said Pam, as they both hovered in the air, watching the scene unfold. She looked at Taylor. "It brings out great unhappiness. But at the time, you were not unhappy, were you?" 
 
    "No," said Taylor. "I was angry. Very angry." 
 
    "Then why do you feel differently about it now?" 
 
    "Because… because I killed thousands of people," said Taylor. 
 
    "Do you regret killing them?" 
 
    "No," said Taylor. "It had to be done.  But… I regretted having to kill them." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Some of them were bad people, who wanted to kill and enslave others," said Taylor, as he watched the Asgard continued to flame masses of Stranglers on the ground. "Others were simply misguided. But still, to kill anyone in large numbers… it makes me feel bad." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because whether they were bad or misguided, they were still human beings. In another life, they might have been good people. They ate, they drank, they had feelings, they had families, they had friends. And I killed them. I killed them all," said Taylor. "I have nightmares about it, sometimes." 
 
    "I know you do," said Pam. 
 
    "Why have you brought me to this memory?" Taylor asked. 
 
    Pam did not answer. 
 
    "It's because you're going to have to do the same thing, isn't it?" 
 
    Pam looked at Taylor with surprise on her face 
 
    "I screaned it, kind of," said Taylor. "You're going to have to kill us soon, aren't you?" 
 
    Pam nodded, looking miserable. 
 
    "And after that, you're going to have to participate in a decision of whether to erase humanity, and the rest of this galaxy, aren't you?" 
 
    Pam nodded again. 
 
    "This is my similar situation, and you wanted to know how I felt about it, didn't you?" 
 
    Pam kept nodding. 
 
    "The situations aren't the same. This had to be done to save lives, Pam. But your choice is different. You don't have to kill us.  You don't have to erase humanity. We're thinking, breathing beings with feelings and lives of our own, however inconsequential they may seem to you," said Taylor. He looked at her intently. "Am I reaching you? Am I?" 
 
    Pam took his hand in hers. "I… I kockk." 
 
    Suddenly, they were floating in space, looking at a purple and blue nebula. 
 
    "I have seen this before," said Taylor. 
 
    "Yes," said Pam. "You said it was beautiful." 
 
    Taylor found her hand intertwining with his. "Pam… I screan that something is about to happen." 
 
    "It is," she said, with sadness in her eyes. "The others are calling me." 
 
    Taylor looked at her. 
 
    "They have decided the experiment must end," said Pam. "They are calling for me now." 
 
    "Must you go?" 
 
    "I… I will make them wait. Just a few of your minutes. Hold me, Michael," she said. 
 
    "Do you mean, this body?" he asked, putting an arm around her. 
 
    "No. I mean me," said Pam.  
 
    And so Taylor stood there, for a few minutes, holding Pam in his arm, as they watched the nebula. They were watching in fast motion, and saw the colors change and expand rapidly, but Pam only Shursta-ed part of it. She was more focused on the feeling of being near Taylor, next to him. 
 
    And then finally she said, "It is time." 
 
    Taylor reached down and kissed her. Then he said, "Pam… I love you." 
 
    I love you, he said. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Are you ready to end the experiment?" 49 asked. 
 
    "There is more research that can be done-" 
 
    "It is time to end the experiment," said 73 abruptly. "There is much work to be done. There is a dwarf galaxy that needs your attention. And you still haven't completed your work on the Arafit cluster." 
 
    "I know," said Pam, her head bowed. She didn't make eye contact with 1012. "I will end it. I will remove the finiterals." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    An infinity, and an instant. 
 
    The time it took for Pam to transition from the gathering place to the Judicator could be measured in both ways. Such was the nature of subjective time. 
 
    She thought about Taylor. She had tried to kockk him, but she never could, not fully. She could trista him, and yet she couldn't. She saw his Shursta, but it left her hungering for more. Somehow she felt he was an integral part of Tisson Crae, a new kind of Tisson Crae that was just beyond her understanding.  
 
    She thought to their last encounter, when they stood together, in interstellar space, watching the nebula. The way his hand had touched her. The way he had smiled at  her. The way she had expra-ed him when she looked at him. 
 
    It left her with sensations… sensations undefined. Could she return to her work with all these questions unanswered? 
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    "So we are about to die," said Victor. 
 
    "I debated whether to tell anyone," said Taylor. "Somehow, I decided to tell you." 
 
    Elizabeth, he knew, would simply panic. Ensign Wood might take it stoically, but neither he nor Doctor McCrae or Vincent would enjoy waiting for the inevitable in their final moments. That was a gift for humanity--to know that their lives would end, but to never know the exact moment of that ending, so their ending would not be hanging over them.  
 
    But Victor was different. Victor was special. And besides, he felt like he needed to talk to someone. 
 
    "You did your best, Michael," said Victor. 
 
    Good old Victor. Even now, at the end, he was still thinking of- 
 
    And then, in the blink of an eye, it happened. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7: Home, in the 23rd Century 
 
      
 
    It was a sad day of remembrance at Port Auburn in Perth, at the Survey Service Main Base. 
 
    War Admiral Michael Starnes of the United Survey Service addressed the audience. It was filled with family members of the four doomed ships which had been brave enough to enter the Black Box. 
 
    "We are gathered here today to remember four crews, four gallant crews who gave their lives to defend Earth," said Starnes. "A year ago today, the Earth was threatened by the appearance of what we called the Black Box. It caused earthquakes and shockwaves all over the Earth. Thousands of lives were lost. Four Survey Service ships were send in, one after another: The science ship Aurora. The battle cruiser Judicator. The deep space cruiser Exeter. And finally the frigate Devonshire." 
 
    "We don't know what happened to the crews of any of these ships. We do know, however, that after the Devonshire went in, the shockwaves ended. Two months after that, the Black Box disappeared from Earth entirely." 
 
    "We can only conclude from that that our boys saved us. They saved us all. And so we are here today, to remember our valiant-" 
 
    There was a sudden whine in the atmosphere, the sound of a ship landing. 
 
    Admiral Johann Von Windhoek frowned. He had specifically ordered no ships to land this morning, so as not to disrupt the remembrance ceremony. Whoever it was would receive a severe chewing out. 
 
    "-Captain Margaret Astor of the science ship Aurora, and her gallant crew-" A holo of Captain Astor and the Aurora appeared on stage. 
 
    The ship was thundering down to the ground now, overwhelming the voice of Admiral Starnes. "Let us pause for a moment," he shouted, as he waited to be heard again. He gave Admiral Von Windhoek an annoyed look. Von Windhoek shrugged helplessly. 
 
    He could see it coming down now. A battle cruiser! Impossible. There were only three still in existence, and Von Windhoek was intimately aware of the location of all of them. All of them except… he saw the lettering on the side of the ship. No. It couldn't be. 
 
    JUDICATOR. 
 
    Von Windhoek's jaw dropped as he watched the ship land. As the thunder turned to silence, Admiral Starnes looked up, clearly impatient with annoyance in his eyes. 
 
    "Thank you," said Starnes. "And now, if I may resume?" 
 
    Emergency vehicles rushed onto Auburn Field, as would be expected for any unannounced landing. The ship was only a few hundred feet away. Von Windhoek craned his head. He saw the landing ramp descend… 
 
    "Wherever you are, Captain Margaret Astor and your gallant crew, we salute you," said Admiral Starnes. The audience clapped wildly. 
 
    Six figures--or was it seven?--descended from the ramp. They saw the people seated at the remembrance ceremony, and started walking towards it. One figure came ahead of the rest. At a run. 
 
    "Our next tribute is to Captain Robert Andrews of the Judicator," said Admiral Starnes. An holo of Andrews and the Judicator appeared behind him. Some in the audience looked at the holo of the Judicator, and then turned around and looked at the freshly landed battle cruiser behind them. People started whispering in the audience. 
 
    Meanwhile, the figure who had ran ahead was getting closer. He was wearing a Survey Service uniform. An officer's uniform? 
 
    "To Captain Andrews and the gallant crew of the Judicator, we salute you!" said Admiral Starnes. The audience clapped again, at least the members who weren't looking behind them. 
 
    "We are also here to pay tribute to Captain Audrey Spaulding of the deep space cruiser Exeter." A holo appeared of Spaulding, in her trademark bun, as well as a holo of the ship she commanded. 
 
    The figure running towards them started to get clarity. Von Windhoek peered at him as best he could.  
 
    Could it be? No, it couldn't… could it? Him! 
 
    "-bravery beyond the call of duty." 
 
    It was him!  
 
    Von Windhoek's jaw dropped. He stood up, turning his back to the stage, and stared at the lone figure, who was getting close now. More and more people were turning around to look as well, not quite sure what was going on. 
 
    "And so we pay tribute to Captain Spaulding and the Exeter crew!" 
 
    Only about half the audience was paying attention now, but they clapped. 
 
    War Admiral Starnes frowned. What was going on behind them? First there was an unscheduled landing, and now a single man was generating so much attention. Who was he? He would find out later, and make sure the man was properly disciplined. 
 
    "And last but not least, we come to the gallant crew of the USS Devonshire, commanded by Lieutenant Commander Michael Taylor." A holo of Taylor, and the Devonshire, appeared behind him. 
 
    Sara Taylor and her husband Edwin saw more and more audience members standing up and turning around. Pamela Nesbitt and her fiancée Doug were sitting close by. 
 
    "What's going on?" Sara wondered. She stood up and turned around. She saw a Survey Service officer in full dress whites coming down the aisle. "Oh my God! Edwin! OH MY GOD!" she screamed. "Edwin, Pam! It's Michael! IT'S MICHAEL!" 
 
    Pam, her eyes full of tears, stood up and turned and looked. Her jaw dropped, and her heart pounded heavily in her chest. 
 
    The officer came down the middle aisle. He saw Sara, and then Edwin… and then Pam. 
 
    "Michael!" she shouted.  Their gazes matched, for just a moment, but in that moment, something passed between them. Her eyes were full of shock and need and pain; his, excitement but also calm reassurance.  
 
    And then the officer was moving on, forward towards the stage, and then up the stairs onto it.  
 
    Starnes eyed the rapidly approaching young man. "Let us pay our respects to Lieutenant Commander Michael Taylor, and his gallant crew…" He broke off. This was clearly too much for him. In an extremely annoyed tone, he said, "Excuse me, young man, but who do you think you are, interrupting these proceedings?" 
 
    The officer went up to the broadcast podium. His image was enlarged to the audience, as big as the holo of the commander of the Devonshire behind him. 
 
    "I'm sorry to interrupt, Admiral. But my name is Lieutenant Commander Michael Taylor." 
 
    Starnes looked at him with confusion written on his face. 
 
    "Captain, USS Devonshire." He paused. "Look, sir," he said, pointing to the giant holo of his face behind them. 
 
    The screams could be heard across Auburn Field from end to end. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    Taylor was in quarantine. 
 
    It was not simply a medical quarantine; he had been examined not once or twice but thrice, and had been checked out.  
 
    It was more than that. 
 
    He told his story three times to his Survey Service interrogator, one Lieutenant Commander Laura Miller, from the Legal Branch. 
 
    "Let me just review my notes… to make sure I have everything right," said Miller. "The Survey Service sent your ship into the Black Box to investigate that phenomenon. You say you landed in the year… 8,000,000. Is that correct, Lieutenant Commander?" 
 
    Lieutenant Commander. That's what she called him. She was being courteous, but she wasn't. 
 
    "That's correct, Lieutenant Commander," said Taylor woodenly. He had long since decided that he did not in fact like Lieutenant Commander Laura Miller. 
 
    "And there you found mentally advanced aliens called the Ascended, who took you captive and  performed experiments on you and your crew," said Miller. 
 
    "Correct." 
 
    "And some of these experiments involved having different members of your crew having physical relations with each other." 
 
    Stay down! Just stay down and let it happen! 
 
    Taylor winced ever so slightly. "Also correct." 
 
    "Because… these advanced aliens... were very interested in physical relations?" There was more than a hint of a smirk on the Lieutenant Commander's face. 
 
    "They were studying the concept of restraint. They had diverged from another branch of humanity which had none." 
 
    "And did you?"  
 
    "Did I what?" 
 
    "Did you have restraint?" Again with that little smile! 
 
    "I'm exercising it right now," said Taylor, and there was something in his gaze that made her flinch. Good. 
 
    "Lieutenant Commander. You claim you next travelled to the year 22,000,000. There you were trapped in some kind of virtual reality-" 
 
    "A virtual layer." 
 
    "Some kind of virtual reality," said Lieutenant Commander Miller. "There you claimed your crew entered into relationships with each other, as well as with women who grew on trees." 
 
    "It all happened." 
 
    "And these… relationships… all happened over a period of two and a half hours? Or two and a half months? Your report was unclear on this point." 
 
    "Both." 
 
    "Both. Of course!" said Miller. "And then, you claimed you encountered the crew of the Judicator, but only their minds. Their bodies were gone." 
 
    "The consciousness of the crew of the Judicator, yes." 
 
    "Sorry, I'll change minds to consciousnesses," said Miller. "I wouldn't want my report to be inaccurate, would I?'" 
 
    They don't believe me. Even after three days of interrogation, they still don't believe me. 
 
    Taylor gave her a sharp glance. "You may have noticed the ship that I landed in. That should be some evidence that I'm telling the truth." 
 
    "Oh, we believe you came across the Judicator. Somewhere," said Miller. "And by the way, along the way, you seem to have lost the ship you left in." 
 
    "That was also mentioned in my report." 
 
    "Yes, in your next stop on your fabulous journey. To the year 50,000,000." 
 
    "No. The year 500,000,000." 
 
    "I'm sorry," said Miller, barely disguising the sarcasm in her voice. "You didn't merely travel fifty million years into the future, you went five hundred million years! I'll be sure to add the extra zero to my report." 
 
    "You do that," said Taylor. 
 
    "And in the year 500,000,000, you again encountered an alien species, who again took you prisoner, and once again… they were interested in human pleasuring practices." 
 
    "Not just human pleasuring practices," said Taylor. "The United had lost all reason for existing. They explored all kinds of human motivation. One of them was pain and torture. But yes, one of them was physical pleasure as well." 
 
    "How fortunate for you, Lieutenant Commander, that your interrogation was in the area of physical pleasuring, rather than pain," said Miller. "Once again, according to your report, you had relations with your crew, this time, including your first officer, Jennifer Hale." 
 
    "Not exactly," said Taylor. 
 
    "Not exactly?" said Miller. "For my report, Lieutenant Commander, how did you not exactly have relations with your first officer?" 
 
    Taylor wanted to vesper Miller out of existence. If only he could. He took a deep breath. "It wasn't Jennifer any longer." 
 
    "Oh yes, I forgot. She turned into a giant squid. So you had intercourse… with a giant squid?"  
 
    "Don't play the fool, Lieutenant Commander, you read my report, you know how they can change shape-" 
 
    "I only know how you said they can change shape," said Miller. "And then your story, if possible, gets even wilder, when you claim you came forward to the year one billion, and had some kind of affair with a woman who resembled your girlfriend. Really, Lieutenant Commander, how much of this can we credibly believe?" 
 
    "She came back with me. You all saw her." 
 
    "Yes, we saw a woman who resembled Pamela Nesbitt." 
 
    "Where is she now?" 
 
    "Being examined. Like you," said Miller. 
 
    I hope Pam's examiner has a better attitude. For the examiner's sake. 
 
    "Is there anything else you'd like to add to your report, Lieutenant Commander?" 
 
    "Only that I want out of here," said Taylor. "I'm a Survey Service officer. I've been charged with no crime. I demand to be released." 
 
    "You are a Survey Service officer. And Survey Service officers go where they are ordered to. And right now, you are ordered to stay right here." 
 
    She got up to leave. 
 
    "For how long?" Taylor shouted after her. 
 
    Miller looked back at him. "Until further notice." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    It was three days before he was released. 
 
    He was given a Survey Service dress uniform, and called to Admiral Von Windhoek's office. 
 
    "Come in, Captain," said Windhoek. His face was carefully neutral. 
 
    There was one change Taylor noticed immediately. "Admiral? Is there something different about you?" 
 
    Windhoek smiled. "A small promotion. To full Admiral. In recognition of my hard work. And yours." 
 
    "I wasn't aware that anyone believed I did work of any kind," said Taylor, frowning. 
 
    "Of course they did. Sit, Commander. Sit!" he said. 
 
    Taylor sat. 
 
    Windhoek looked at Taylor for a long moment. "You have to look at it from our point of view. You leave in the Devonshire. You are presumed dead. You come back, a year later, in a different ship from the one you left in. Neat trick, that, by the way." 
 
    "Thank you sir." 
 
    "That wasn't a commendation, just an observation." 
 
    "Yes sir," said Taylor. But he screaned that Windhoek was pleased with him. 
 
    "Yes, you came back a year later, right in the middle of your own memorial service. Did you time that, by the way?" 
 
    "No sir." 
 
    "I didn't think so… but I wondered. Anyway, you and five crewmembers, and one passenger, come back with a fantastic story. You didn't just travel to the future. You travelled a billion years into the future. You were experimented on by aliens in all kinds of ways that would make holopornographers blush. You come back with a fantastic story about aliens a billion years in the future who are planning to wipe out the galaxy. No, I take it back," he said, referring to notes on a holoscreen. "They are planning from preventing the galaxy from being created. Do I have that right? 
 
    "Yes, sir. They will recreate the galaxy, but in a different way where mankind will not exist." 
 
    "I see," said Windhoek. "Do you understand how that's a bit hard to follow?" 
 
    "Yes sir. But it's all true. If you've talked to the others-" 
 
    "We have, Captain. And rather extensively, as with you. They tell virtually the same preposterous story. Except…" 
 
    "Except what?" 
 
    "They say you were incredibly brave and resourceful. They say you saved them time and time again." 
 
    "That's not quite true, sir." 
 
    "So now you don't want me to believe them?" Windhoek gave a smile, and Taylor saw he was playing with him, at least to a degree. 
 
    "I'll tell you what I do know," said Windhoek. "What I do know is that right after you entered the Black Box, the shockwaves ended, and soon afterwards the Black Box disappeared entirely. It's hard not to make a connection with your efforts on the Devonshire." 
 
    "But-" 
 
    "So whatever happened, you're global heroes. All of you," said Windhoek. "Just accept that, and don't push your luck. You know, when you left, I never expected to see you again." 
 
    "You didn't?" 
 
    "I really didn't, son," said Windhoek. "I thought maybe there was a chance you could get to the source of the Black Box projection, and stop it, but I never thought you'd find your way home again. The fact that you came back, the fact that you came back with even five of your fellow crew members… it's tremendous. It's amazing. You're in line for a promotion… as well as that command of your own I promised." 
 
    "Thank you, sir," said Taylor.  
 
    "Which only leaves us with one minor matter," said Windhoek. "Your unexpected passenger." He pressed a button, and a holorecording appeared in the air. 
 
    It was at the remembrance ceremony, when Taylor had been swamped by reporters. By that time Pam was at his side. 
 
    "Captain Taylor! Captain Taylor! Is it really you?" 
 
    "Yes, it's really me," said Taylor, smiling broadly. 
 
    Suddenly he was bombarded with questions. 
 
    "What happened to you, Captain? Where's the rest of your crew? You left in one ship, and came back in another!" 
 
    "It's a long story," said Taylor. "But.. we went into the future." 
 
    "The future? How far into the future?" said one reporter. 
 
    "At one point, a billion years," said Taylor. 
 
    There was widespread laughter. 
 
    "Come on, Captain! Tell us the truth!" said another. 
 
    "He speaks the truth," said Pam. "I am from approximately a billion years in your future." 
 
    "You, young lady? Why, you look like Captain Taylor's girlfriend or wife!" 
 
    "No, that was me." 
 
    The cameras turned to see the shocked face of Pam Nesbitt. The cameras panned back and forth, from the original Pam, to the new Pam. 
 
    "Captain, Captain, what is this? There are two of them? Can you explain-" 
 
    Von Windhoek pressed a button, and the transmission froze. "It's unfortunate you decided to conduct a news conference before we could debrief you." 
 
    "I'm sorry about that, sir. It's just… I was gone a long time," said Taylor. 
 
    "A billion years, apparently," said Von Windhoek. Taylor could not screan where the admiral believed him or not. 
 
    "Where is Pam?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "She's being processed." The admiral pressed another button. 
 
    A different holoscene appeared. Pam was sitting completely naked in a laboratory, on an examination table. 
 
    "Spread your legs, please," said a Survey Service doctor. Pam spread her legs. 
 
    "Wider… wider, that's good." The doctor inserted something between her legs. The device glowed green. 
 
    "Are you having sexual relations with this body?" Pam asked. 
 
    "No, these are just some tests," said the doctor. 
 
    "I have a fully functional human body," said Pam. "I can demonstrate, if you like." 
 
    "That won't be necessary," said the doctor. 
 
    "Where is Taylor?" Pam asked, as a doctor probed her ear. 
 
    "Being examined, just like you." 
 
    "Will I see him soon?" 
 
    "I cannot say." 
 
    Von Windhoek pressed the pause button. The image of Pam, with her legs spread, and her face looking impatient, froze in the air. 
 
    "So that's the girl from a billion years in the future." Von Windhoek said. 
 
    "Not simply a girl, sir," said Taylor. 
 
    "Yes, she's a…tool, I'm told," he said, giving a nasty grin. 
 
    "A diagnostic and research tool. She builds galaxies, sir." 
 
    "On her spare time, or is that her day job?" Windhoek asked. 
 
    "Sir, you've never doubted my word before," said Taylor. 
 
    "And you've never come back claiming you've been a billion years in the future before." 
 
    "Look at her, sir. Just look at her." 
 
    "She does bear an uncanny resemblance to one Pamela Nesbitt, who I am told you are also acquainted with." Again, that nasty grin. 
 
    "Yes sir." 
 
    "The doctors say that the Pam who came back with you is human. Fully human. And nothing more. They checked for cloning, and found nothing." 
 
    "That's because she's not a clone, sir." 
 
    "The only unusual thing about her they could determine is that apparently, her body did not exist 48 days ago," said Von Windhoek. "Can you explain that?" 
 
    "She was created just for me, when I arrived," said Taylor. 
 
    "Yes, and so far, that's the only piece of solid evidence which backs up your highly improbable story," said Von Windhoek. "If not for her, you and your five crewmates might still be locked up for observation." 
 
    "So what do you believe, sir?" 
 
    Von Windhoek shrugged. "What I believe does not matter. The question is, what does the Survey Service believe?" 
 
    "And what do they believe?" 
 
    "That you went into the Black Box. You encountered aliens, but not necessarily a billion years in the future. That your interactions somehow caused the Black Box to close. That this young woman, despite appearances, is actually one of those aliens." 
 
    "I should be with her." 
 
    "That is not the opinion of the Survey Service." 
 
    "She asked for me!" 
 
    "She's the property of the World Government now," said Von Windhoek. "You've completed your mission. With flying colors, I might add. You're free to go." 
 
    "Go? Go where?" 
 
    "On extended leave," said Von Windhoek. "Now that you're in our time and space again, we'll know where to find you, if we need you." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Michael!" His mother sobbed as she crushed him with a hug. "I never thought we would see you again!" 
 
    Taylor's father was there, and his brother Darden and sister Val as well. 
 
    His mother stuffed him full of food.  "Eat, Michael, eat," she said, as if he hadn't eaten in a billion years. Well, perhaps he hadn't. 
 
    And then the interrogation began. 
 
    "I can't tell you what happened, Mom," said Taylor. "It's classified." 
 
    "Son… you landed in a different spaceship than the one you left with," said his father. 
 
    "Yes, Dad," said Taylor. 
 
    "How did that happen?" 
 
    "I can't tell you." 
 
    "Only five of your crew survived?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "What happened to the rest of them?" 
 
    "I can't tell you." 
 
    "What can you tell us?" Sara, his mother asked. 
 
    "Mom… it was the most incredible journey of my life. I saw the most amazing things," said Taylor, remembering the sight of the universe being born. 
 
    "Is it true… that you went a billion years into the future?" 
 
    "Mom, I can't tell you," said Taylor. But then he nodded solemnly. 
 
    "Oh my God," said his mother, grabbing her chest. "What… what is it like so far in the future?" 
 
    "Mom, I… I just can't." 
 
    "Son," said his father. "Were you responsible for shutting down the Black Box? Did you… did you save the Earth?" 
 
    Taylor shifted uncomfortably. "Kind of." 
 
    "Kind of?" said his brother Darden. "Mike, we're asking you if you saved the human race or not, and your answer is 'kind of'? What kind of answer is that?" 
 
    Taylor frowned but did not answer. 
 
    His mother smiled at him. "All right then. Surely you can tell us about the woman . The one who looks exactly like Pam?" his mother asked. 
 
    "You mean Pam?" said Taylor. 
 
    "No, the woman who came back with you," his mother said. 
 
    "Her name is Pam too, Mom." 
 
    "Another woman named Pam, who looks just like your Pam?" said his father, trying to wrap his mind around all this. 
 
    "That's right." 
 
    "She said in the interview that she was from a billion years in the future," said her mother. "Is she some kind of… robot?" 
 
    "Mom, I can't say anymore." 
 
    "Michael, you have to see her." 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    "Pam. Your Pam. The real Pam. You should have seen her. She was crying real tears at your funeral." 
 
    "While she was comforted by her fiancée, Doug," said his brother Darden dryly. 
 
    "Fiancée?" said Taylor. 
 
    "You should have seen the look on her face when she saw you, Michael. She screamed your name at the top of her lungs! She still loves you, I know she does," said Sara. "Go and see her, son. Go and see her, for my sake." 
 
    "I… I'll try Mom. If she'll see me." 
 
    "She will." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    She looked beautiful. 
 
    She was wearing tight cream pants that went halfway down her knees, that showed ever curve, and a matching cream blouse… which also showed every curve. 
 
    Taylor came in wearing a hat and dark glasses, and dressed in civilian clothes. Ever since the interview he had been mobbed by the media. 
 
    He saw her sitting at a table in the restaurant, waiting for him. She didn't look pleased. 
 
    But then Taylor came to her table. She looked up at him, confused, until he took off the hat and glasses. Then she jumped up and hugged him. It felt good. Really good. 
 
    "Michael," she said, looking into his eyes. "Is it really you?" 
 
    Taylor nodded, not trusting his voice at first. Finally he said, "We're making a scene. Let's sit down." 
 
    They sat. 
 
    "I… I thought you were dead. We all did, after a year," said Pam. 
 
    We. 
 
    "But I came to your memorial service. Did you see me?" 
 
    "I did." 
 
    "What happened to you, Michael? What really happened? You can tell me." 
 
    Taylor looked into those beautiful green eyes. She had the same face, the same high cheekbones, the same luscious red lips, the same flowing blonde hair… just the same as he had seen it… just a billion years apart in time. After a billion years apart, after a billion years of wishing, they were finally together again! Finally! Taylor still couldn't believe it was happening. 
 
    "Tell me, Michael, tell me," she implored him. 
 
    "I… I can't," said Taylor, very reluctantly. 
 
    "Is it true, what I heard? That you went… a billion years into the future?" Pam asked. 
 
    Taylor nodded silently. 
 
    "What… what was it like? Oh Michael, you have to tell me! The Earth, was it even-" 
 
    "I can't. Please don't ask, Pam. I just can't," said Taylor, in a tortured voice. 
 
    Pam's face grew serious. "Always the Survey Service first, Michael. Well, at least some things haven't changed." She paused, summoning the strength to ask about the biggest question in her mind. Taylor screaned it. He knew what was bothering her. Finally, she said, "What about her, Michael?" 
 
    "Her?" 
 
    "The woman who looks exactly like me? The woman who wore the exact same dress that I wore for you on our…our…." 
 
    "Love-cation," said Taylor. 
 
    "Yes," said Pam, giving an embarrassed smile. "Please, Michael, give me an explanation, any explanation, just one that makes sense." 
 
    Taylor said nothing. 
 
    Pam looked at him for a long moment. "They say she's a robot, Michael. They say she's a robot, made to your specifications in the future. A robotic version of me you could fuck at will." 
 
    "No!" said Taylor. "She's not a robot!" 
 
    "Well, at least I got a response from you! Then what is she, Michael? A clone? Why did you make one that looks exactly like… like…." Her voice fell off. 
 
    "I didn't," said Taylor. "Let me explain." 
 
    "Please," said Pam, and the way she said it, with the earnestness in her voice, he found he couldn't resist. 
 
    Taylor took a deep breath. How to explain it, while still keeping his Survey Service oath? 
 
    Fuck the oath. It was Pam. 
 
    "I… I went through some bad times," he said, in a low voice. "Really bad." 
 
    "What kind of bad are we talking about, Michael?" 
 
    "Torture," he whispered. 
 
    Pam's eyes grew large. "Really?" 
 
    "I… I saw members of my crew, tortured to death in front of me." His voice was barely a whisper now.  
 
    "Are you telling me the truth, Michael?" 
 
    Taylor nodded. "I… I was at an emotional low. I needed something to hang onto. I… I thought of you. A lot." 
 
    "You did?" she said, and she looked so sweet at that moment. 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. "Eventually, we escaped, but were captured by… others. They could read minds. They created an… individual to communicate with us. Created out of my thoughts. My thoughts… for you." 
 
    "That woman… is a created being?" said Pam. 
 
    "Yes," said Michael. 
 
    "What does that even mean?" 
 
    "I can't explain further," said Taylor. 
 
    "Michael, did you…." 
 
    "No. Not ever. Not even once," said Taylor. 
 
    Pam looked into his eyes for a long moment. Then she nodded slowly. She believed him. 
 
    A lot of the tension suddenly drained out of their conversation. 
 
    Their talk turned to other matters. "After you… left, I started seeing more of Doug. We… we got engaged two weeks ago." 
 
    "I heard," said Taylor. 
 
    "He's really a nice guy. I think you'd really like him." 
 
    "Please don't do that," said Taylor. 
 
    "Do what?" 
 
    "Tell me that I'd really like the guy who's fucking you instead of me. I'm sure I wouldn't," said Taylor. 
 
    Pam gave an ironic laugh. Taylor laughed too. He had always loved her little laugh, the ways her eyes looked at him lovingly as they did.  
 
    "What… what are you really here for?" Pam asked. Finally, the subject both of them had been avoiding.  
 
    "I… I want you back, Pam." 
 
    Pam took his hand. "Nothing has changed, Michael." 
 
    "I'll… I'll do it," said Taylor. 
 
    "Do what, Michael?" Pam looked at him expectantly. 
 
    "I'll resign my commission. I'll leave the Survey Service. That's what you wanted, isn't it?" 
 
    Pam looked shocked. Taylor could see that her heart was melting, by the way sad, longing way she looked at him. 
 
    "Really, Michael?" 
 
    "I've seen the entire universe, Pam. . I realized of everything I saw, I only wanted one thing: you." 
 
    Pam took a deep breath. Then another. Then another after that. Then she took his hand. "Oh Michael. My dear, sweet Michael. If only this was a year ago. But... I'm engaged to Doug. I can't. I simply can't. You understand, don't you?" 
 
    Taylor  nodded unhappily. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Two hours later, Michael and Pam were making love. 
 
    When they had parted at the restaurant, Pam said, "Well, it was really nice seeing you again, Michael." He could screan her indecisiveness. Should she kiss him, or just hug him goodbye? 
 
    "It was nice seeing you too," said Taylor.  
 
    "I'll make sure you get an invitation to the wedding," said Pam. 
 
    "Oh, that would be so nice," said Taylor, only half hiding the sarcasm in his voice. He watched her. She just stood there. She didn't leave. Taylor screaned her more closely. Could it be… was she really so precariously balanced on the fence? He decided to give a push. 
 
    "Say, do you still paint landscapes?" 
 
    "Yes," said Pam. "I've painted a whole bunch of them since you were gone." 
 
    "I'd love to see them," said Taylor. 
 
    "You… you want to come over and see my landscapes?" 
 
    "Yeah," said Taylor. 
 
    Pam looked uncertain, but just for a second. "All right," she smiled. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    When they had arrived at Pam’s place, they didn't look at a single painting. All it took was a meeting of eyes, and then he pulled her in her arms, and her head angled, and she accepted whatever he gave her, totally without resistance. 
 
    "So long," Taylor murmured, as he worked himself in and out of her. "It's been so long." 
 
    So long indeed. A billion years, by some measures. He had thought about Pam. He had pined for her. He had dreamed of her, in the depths of his despair as his crew was being tortured and converted and killed by the United. It was Pam who had kept him going. 
 
    And then he met the other Pam. As her human side developed, he started to feel attraction for her. The way their hands touched. The way they kissed. She kept asking for physical relations, practically begging for it. A part of Taylor crumbled every time he said no. 
 
    But now he was actually doing it. And then the inevitable happened. 
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    Afterwards, they lay in each other's arms and smiled. 
 
    "What about Doug?" Pam whispered. 
 
    "What about him?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "What shall we do about him?" 
 
    We? Taylor didn't want to do anything. "Let him have the other Pam." 
 
    Pam laughed. "Oh, I missed you, Michael." 
 
    "I missed you too," he said, and his lips moved over hers, tracing hers and then pressing against her.  
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Hello dear. It's such a pleasure to meet you," said Irene Lorenzo. "Please, sit down, sit down." 
 
    Pam took a seat. 
 
    The office of the President of the World Government was huge and luxurious. A dozen attendants and aides lined the walls, eager to fulfill her every need. Lorenzo, a white haired lady in her 70's, in her third and probably last term as President of the World Government, wanted to end her last term with something spectacular. 
 
    Co-opting a powerful alien from the future and using her for her own ends would more than satisfy her. 
 
    Lorenzo had read the full report. Of course, she didn't believe that Pam was from the year one billion. Time travel was improbable enough, but the year one billion? A threat from aliens in the far distant future to prevent the galaxy from ever existing? Lorenzo had seen the profile jacket of this rogue Survey Service officer, Michael Taylor, and knew he was prone to embellishment. No, she concurred with the consensus of senior admirals in the Survey Service as well as her own military advisors. Pam was simply the representative of a powerful alien race. 
 
    That was all Irene Lorenzo needed to know.  
 
    "My dear, it's such a pleasure to finally meet you. I have heard so much about you." She stared at Pam's face. It was blank. Pam was still wearing her sexy white "love-cation" dress. No one had thought to garb her in something else. 
 
    "What?" said Pam. 
 
    "What?" Irene repeated. 
 
    "What have you heard about me?" 
 
    "Only that you are a thoroughly charming and fascinating young woman." 
 
    "I am not a woman," said Pam. "I am not young. Charming is relativist. I do not kockk." 
 
    Kockk? 
 
    By the look of the sultry form-fitting dress,  Lorenzo would have guessed that Pam kockked quite a lot.  
 
    "Well, I still enjoy meeting you," said Lorenzo. "I am the head of the World Government. Do you know what that means?" 
 
    Pam nodded fractionally. "You are the ruler of the finiterals, through an archaic authority driven command and control system." 
 
    Lorenzo gave a false smile. This wasn't turning out exactly as she hoped. 
 
    "Where is Taylor?" Pam asked. 
 
    "You mean… Ensign Taylor?" said Lorenzo. 
 
    "Lieutenant Commander Michael Taylor, of the United Survey Service," said Pam. "Where is he?" 
 
    "He is undergoing intensive debriefing," said Lorenzo smoothly. "I understand you have come here to learn more about us." 
 
    "Yes," said Pam, agreeing with Lorenzo for the very first time. 
 
    "We have selected a guide to help you learn more about our world." 
 
    "I have selected Taylor," said Pam. 
 
    "Mr. Taylor is not an appropriate guide. He is a Survey Service officer. We have selected someone much better equipped to teach you about the intricacies and nuances of our world. Remy?" 
 
    A tall, dark haired, broad shouldered man in casual dress stepped forward. "My dear, this is Remington Farber, one of the most senior facilitators in the World Government." 
 
    Remington Farber was nothing of the kind. Far from it. His title may have been that of a diplomat, but in reality he was a licensed comforter first class, contractually bound to the World Government to serve its clients in special situations. It was Remington Farber who helped seal the peace accords between Norway and Uganda which started over allocation of virtue points between the two. Farber had seduced and had physical relations with Prime Minister Matilda Griegg of Norway, persuading her to accept a deal which severely disadvantaged her country. Farber had also been instrumental in getting the United States to sign onto the Reykjavík accords, which subverted US sovereignty to the World Government. Farber had had a three day excapade with US President Michelle Rothman, which culminated in such audacious loving in a hot tub that Farber persuaded her to sign just as she reached her peak. 
 
    Irene had believed some parts of Taylor's audacious report. She believed the part that said that Pam was hungry for physical relations. Taylor, who, according to the rumor mill in the Survey Service, was quite the ladies man, having no qualms about inserting himself into anything with a slot that would accommodate his girth, seemed oddly circumspect about satisfying Pam's physical needs. 
 
    And so Irene had found the perfect companion for her. 
 
    "It is a pleasure to meet you, Madame Pam," said Remy. 
 
    Pam watched as he lifted her hand and kissed it. She raised a single eyebrow. 
 
    "Remy will show you around, and tell you anything you want to know," said Lorenzo. 
 
    "Where is Taylor?" 
 
    "Except that," Irene smiled. "We'll meet again in a few weeks after you've gotten chance to sample a bit of what our wonderful planet has to offer, as well as seeing some of the good works the World Government has done for its people." 
 
    Pam looked doubtfully at Farber, who smiled and extended a hand. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "I've never met a woman from a billion years in the future before," said Remy. 
 
    He didn't believe a word of it, of course, not any more than President Lorenzo did. But he had been warned not to puncture the alien's delusions. 
 
    "I am not a woman," said Pam stoically. "I am primarily a diagnostic tool." 
 
    A diagnostic tool. 
 
    Pam certainly looked like a woman, and the medicos said she was a woman, but Lorenzo maintained she was also some kind of alien. Well, it didn't matter to him what she was, as long as she looked as pretty as she did. 
 
    "Well, for a… tool, you are very attractive," said Remington. "I've seen laser welders, and ion fixers, and axis decouplers, but none were as sexy as you." 
 
    Pam gave him an inscrutable look, as she drank from her glass. 
 
    They were in a bar in Perth. Pam had had two glasses of scotch, but so far, it seemed to have no effect on her.  
 
    She also didn't talk much. Remy would say things to her, and she would just look at him, but not respond. Could she be shy? 
 
    "I understand you are curious about love and relationships," said Farber. 
 
    "Yes," said Pam, taking another drink from her glass. "I will have to urinate in approximately 2.4 hours. Will there be facilities to accommodate this?" 
 
    "To be sure," said Farber. He saw her questioning look. "Yes." He paused. "I was also told you were curious about physical relations." 
 
    "Yes," said Pam, still looking straight ahead. 
 
    "You're a very pretty woman," said Farber. 
 
    Pam gave no response. 
 
    "You have a very sexy body," he added. 
 
    Pam continued to look straight ahead. What a cold fish! 
 
    "Would you like to have relations?" What did he have to lose? Sometimes the direct way worked best, especially with the shy ones. 
 
    That got Pam's attention. Pam turned her head and looked directly at him for the first time. "This body might desire it. Do you propose a live demonstration?" 
 
    "Yes," said Farber, getting up and paying the bill. "That's exactly what I mean. A live demonstration." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    He was making love to an alien. 
 
    Remy tried not to think about it. His job was to seduce Pam and make her favorably inclined towards whatever it was that Irene Lorenzo wanted her for. They had gone back to his place. Pam had let him kiss her. She had let him fondle her body. She had let him undress her. 
 
    She was cooperating, but not participating. 
 
    That was all right. They were just getting started. Remy had had experience with frigid women before. Everyone thought the prime minister of Turkey was a block of ice, until she spent two days and two nights with Remy. 
 
    Remy began the well worn act. As he was performing, Pam looked up at him. "Is this sex?" 
 
    "Yes," said Remy, trying to keep the hurt feelings out of his voice.  
 
    "You are stimulating nerve endings in my own body, as well as your own, correct?" Pam asked. 
 
    "Yes," said Remy, as he continued to work her. 
 
    "I kockk," said Pam. 
 
    "I kockk too," Remy grinned, as he worked himself against her. 
 
    Soon enough, he had finished. 
 
    "Is the sex act complete?" Pam asked, staring at him, without blinking. 
 
    "Yes," said Remy. "Did you not….?" 
 
    "Do you refer to the subjective peak of pleasure from rubbing strategic nerve endings in the body?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Then no, I did not." 
 
    "Don't be worried," said Remy, patting her hand. "It usually doesn't happen the first time." 
 
    "When does it happen?" Pam asked. 
 
    "We'll work on it. After a bunch of times, you'll see, there's nothing better." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "You were really tortured?" 
 
    Taylor nodded. He was lying in bed with Pam. He still couldn't believe he was back with her again. 
 
    "I… I watched my crew being killed in front of me, one by one," said Taylor. 
 
    "Oh Michael!" she hugged him, pressing her wonderful body against him. "That  must have been terrible!" 
 
    "Thinking of you was the only way I could get through it," said Taylor. 
 
    Pam kissed him fiercely. "I love you so much." 
 
    "And I love you." 
 
    "How else did they torture you?" Pam asked. 
 
    He looked into those green eyes. It was all classified, but he couldn't deny her anything. He never could. "They… made us do things. With each other." 
 
    "Things?" 
 
    "They made some of us inflict pain on each other." 
 
    "Pain! Michael, did you-" 
 
    "No," Taylor shook his head. "Not that." 
 
    "Not that. What did they make you do, Michael?" 
 
    Taylor turned his head away. Gentle feminine hands turned his head back towards her again. "Tell me, Michael. Tell me everything." She looked searchingly into his eyes. "There were rumors… did they… did they make you sleep with each other?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. It all broke open like a dam. "They made me sleep with Suki Tanaka, my navigator."  
 
    "I don't know her," said Pam. 
 
    "And Elizabeth Shaw, the head scientist on the expedition." 
 
    "The frumpy lady with the bun?" said Pam, grinning. "I can't imagine it!" 
 
    Taylor gave a small smile. 
 
    "Who else?"  
 
    Taylor didn't answer. 
 
    "There's something you're not telling me, Michael. I can always tell," said Pam. "It was her, wasn't it?" 
 
    Taylor said nothing. 
 
    "The cute one. Your first officer. What was her name? Hail?" 
 
    "Jennifer Hale," said Taylor. 
 
    "You always had a thing for her, didn't you?" 
 
    "Did it show?" Taylor asked miserably. 
 
    Pam smiled.  "We were at a party once with your crew. She was the only one you actually introduced me to. That in itself clued me in." 
 
    "How so?" Taylor shifted up on his pillow. 
 
    "Whenever your boyfriend introduces you to an attractive woman coworker, it's his way of getting a secret thrill, of bringing his woman together with another woman he is attracted to. He thinks he's getting away with something illicit, but I'm always too smart for that," she said. 
 
    "You're not angry?" Taylor asked anxiously. 
 
    "How could I be, since I was with Doug the whole time? Unless…" her eyes narrowed. "Are you saying you were with her while we were together?" 
 
    "No! Never," said Taylor. "Jennifer and I… we had a special connection. For a while. But we never acted on it." 
 
    "Good," said Pam. She reached over and kissed him, all the while maintaining her grip on his body. "Because I can be a very jealous woman." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Pam still looked beautiful as she cooked him breakfast the following morning. The woman of his dreams was cooking him breakfast! Taylor still couldn't believe how lucky he was. 
 
    "Have you given any thoughts to what kind of job you'll get?" Pam asked, as she cooked eggs in a white bathrobe. 
 
    "Maybe I'll get a job with the World Government, in a security or military capacity," said Taylor. 
 
    "No," said Pam, pulling bread out of the toasterizer. 
 
    "No?" Taylor was surprised. "Why not?" 
 
    "Because my job is here, at the exoanthro lab at the University of Perth," said Pam. 
 
    "They have excellent universities in Brussels." 
 
    "I don't speak Dutch," Pam smiled, as she served him eggs. 
 
    "You don't have to," said Taylor. 
 
    "Eat," she commanded. 
 
    Taylor ate. The food was good. Watching those beautiful green eyes framed by blondeness stare at him intently while he ate was even better. 
 
    "Maybe I could probably get a job right here, with the Australian territorial army." 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Why not? They have a base here, right next to Auburn field," said Taylor. "You wouldn't have to move." 
 
    "I don't want you taking a military job where they might ship you all over the place. I want you here, Michael Taylor," said Pam, giving him a kiss. She stared at him and Taylor could screan that her mind was working furiously. "I think you could do quite well working at a corporation… or a bank." 
 
    Taylor laughed. "What would I do at a bank?" 
 
    "You could be a manager. You are good at managing people," said Pam. 
 
    Taylor snorted. "A crew of Survey Service astronauts." 
 
    "Astronauts, businessmen, it's all the same thing," said Pam. "People are people." 
 
    Taylor wanted to laugh, but he saw she was serious. 
 
    "You have a gift, Michael. You are a natural born leader. That's why you made such a good God." She gave him such a sexy smile that he wanted to grab her and kiss her. 
 
    She sat down opposite him. "You know, I have just the thing for you. My Uncle Remus knows the President of Apptronics. He told me he could get you a job there, maybe." 
 
    "Apptronics?" 
 
    "They make popular applications.  Their most famous one has almost two billion downloads." 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "An app which tells people what mood they are in." 
 
    Taylor laughed. "Why would anyone need that?" 
 
    "Don't overestimate people, Michael. People like to be guided. They like to be told everything, even how they're feeling. Apptronics is well on its way to becoming a multi billion credit company. Go and talk to them, Michael." 
 
    "I don't know-" 
 
    Pam put a hand over his. "For me, dearest one?" 
 
    Taylor looked into those eyes, and was lost. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Ah, ah ah, aaaaaah!" Pam cried, at the exact same time as Remy did. Remy smiled. Success! 
 
    "So, how was that?" Remy asked, as he dismounted her. 
 
    "How was what?" Pam asked, sounding puzzled. 
 
    "Your first big O," said Remy, looking pleased. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Your first climax! I told you it might take a few tries." 
 
    A few tries. For the past two weeks, they had been having relations nearly every night.   
 
    "I did not climax," said Pam resolutely. 
 
    "But… you cried out-" 
 
    "Just as you did," said Pam. "I was emulating you. I have observed other women having climaxes. And yet I am not able to have one with you. Is that because you are not able to bring women to a biological orgasm?" 
 
    "No! I have brought hundreds of women to orgasm!" said Remy, suddenly realizing he had said the wrong thing. But his words had no noticeable effect on Pam. 
 
    They hadn't only been having relations for the past two weeks. They had also been touring World Government facilities. A World Government Health Clinic, a World Government Food Processing Plant, a World Government Sewage Reclamation Center, a World Government End of Life Departure Center, and most recently, a World Government Welfare Engine. 
 
    Remy had given her a tour of the gleaming computer banks, row after row after row of them. 
 
    "Wha do they do?" Pam had asked. 
 
    "They generate welfare credits for nearly half the world's population," said Remy. "These machines are continually generating credits and putting it into the bank accounts of billions of people around the world." 
 
    "Why?" Pam had asked. 
 
    "Because every being has a right to consumption."  Everyone knew that. It was in the World Government constitution.  
 
    Remy had been trying to play up the benefits of the World Government, but, to be candid, he wasn't sure if he was making any headway. He had read Taylor's report about Pam, and Taylor had said that Pam laughed and smiled. But Remy had never heard Pam laugh, and had never seen her smile. It was like she was a different person. 
 
    …or a different diagnostic tool, if one really believed Taylor's full unredacted report. Personally, after two weeks with Pam, Remy was of the opinion that Pam was simply a woman, a woman who was frigid and emotionally repressed. He had had more luck squeezing an orgasm out of the Prime Minister of Iceland, a rotund woman in her late 60's. 
 
    Remy had tried to get Pam talking. She appeared to have zero interest in his own background, which was odd, if she really was a research tool, so he asked about her instead. 
 
    She claimed to be some kind of tool who was part of a larger group which created galaxies. It was pure fantasy, of course, but Remy indulged her.  
 
    "So you create suns? Do you make them yellow? I like them yellow," said Remy. 
 
    "I am a yellow sun," said Pam. 
 
    Remy said, "Yellow like your hair, you mean?" He sniffed her hair. "It smells wonderful." 
 
    She just gave him that unreadable stare, as she always did. 
 
    "Tell me some of the best planets you created." He would try to indulge her in her nonsense. 
 
    "Best?" Pam frowned.  "By what standard? Do you mean Trista? Or Shursta? Or Tisson Crae?" 
 
    "I… I mean pretty." 
 
    "So you mean Shursta," said Pam. "I once created a planet with seven rings of all different colors. Taylor said it was the prettiest thing he had ever seen, after me." She turned to him. "Where is Taylor?" 
 
    She would ask that at least once a day. He would give her the same answer, that he was out on assignment, and would return soon, but he could see that that answer would not satisfy her indefinitely. 
 
    "You're always so serious looking," said Remy, taking her hand. "Do you ever smile?" 
 
    "Yes," said Pam. "Taylor says this body has a most beautiful smile." 
 
    Again with Taylor! Remy knew that this Taylor had a reputation as a ladies's man, but Remy had seen his holo, and he was sure that he was far more attractive. Remy was at least three inches taller than Taylor; he had darker eyes; a smoother jaw, a handsomer grin; and a more muscular body. What could any women see in that low ranking Survey Service rogue but not see in him? 
 
    "Did Taylor-" and Remy immediately saw her eyes light up, "Did Taylor ever talk to you about the art of flirtation?" 
 
    "Flirtation. No," said Pam. "Please elaborate." 
 
    Remy took Pam's palm and started to massage it with his thumb. "Flirtation is the art of showing attraction." 
 
    "Can it lead to love?" 
 
    "It can," said Remy, as his hand moved up her arm. 
 
    "Can it give me an orgasm?"  
 
    "Anything is possible," said Remy, rubbing her shoulders. 
 
    "Then proceed. Flirt me immediately. I am ready," said Pam. 
 
    Remy smiled. "You… you have the most beautiful eyes, do you know that?" 
 
    "Yes. Taylor told me that," said Pam. 
 
    Remy hid his irritation. "And you have gorgeous high cheekbones… and a cute little nose…." He let a finger roam across them. Pam stared back at him expressionlessly. 
 
    He let his hands roam across her body. "And you have a beautiful body." He squeezed gently. "Do you like that?" 
 
    "This body likes it," said Pam. 
 
    Pam did that a lot. Whenever they had physical relations, and he asked that question, she would sometimes answer in the affirmative, but always referred to it as pleasing "This body". "This body" liked his kiss. "This body" liked the feeling of him on top of her. He assumed that Pam, for whatever reason, disassociated herself from her own body. Another weirdness from a very weird woman. 
 
    "And does this body like this?" Remy asked, rubbing her shoulders through her sheer dress. 
 
    "This body does," she said, giving him a pointed look. 
 
    Progress! 
 
    Remy slowly undressed her, and then himself. He proceeded to have relations with her, slowly and carefully. He asked her at every step what she liked, and what she didn't.  
 
    And this time, when they finished, he was rewarded with several gasps from Pam. 
 
    Remy looked inquiringly at her. "Did you….?" 
 
    "Yes," said Pam. 
 
    "So… how was it?" 
 
    "This body enjoyed it. You successfully stimulated nerve endings to achieve a biological response. You are to be congratulated on the catalyzing force of your anatomical piston," said Pam. 
 
    "I think we're making real progress here," Remy grinned. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    It was a painful duty, but a necessary one. 
 
    Taylor, and the other five surviving crewmembers of the Judicator, were holding a reception for the families of the crews of the Aurora, Judicator, Exeter, and Devonshire. They all wanted one thing, the one thing Taylor could not give them. 
 
    Taylor had pleaded with Admiral Von Windhoek, but the Admiral refused to be moved. Classified meant classified. He could not discuss in any specifics what had happened to the four crews. 
 
    "So what am I supposed to tell them?" Taylor had asked. 
 
    Von Windhoek stared him in the eye. "That they perished upholding the finest traditions of the United Survey Service." 
 
    And that's what he did. 
 
    At least it was good to see his crew again, the few who had survived. There was Ensign Daniel Wood, now Lieutenant Daniel Wood. Taylor congratulated him on his promotion, as well as his  new assignment as Assistant Chief Engineer on the Inverness. Taylor's own promotion had not yet come through, which annoyed him, even though he would be resigning his own commission in just a few weeks; it would be nice to leave the service as a full Commander, at the least. 
 
    Doctor McCrae was there as well, and he came over to say hello. "So we actually made it, Captain." 
 
    "You had doubts?" Taylor asked. 
 
    McCrae laughed. "I gave up in the year eight million! Dying twice can have a seriously adverse impact on your morale, Michael." 
 
    "Are you going to leave the service?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "No! Who can ever find a more interesting life anywhere else? Time travel, aliens, broken planets… it was an incredible ride!" said McCrae. He laughed. Taylor screaned that McCrae had been drinking. 
 
    "It's terrible we can't tell these folks about it," said McCrae. "I feel for them, I really do." 
 
    "So do I," said Taylor, looking at all the sad faces. 
 
    Elizabeth and Vincent were also there, although Taylor was careful to note that they stood on opposite sides of the room, and while Vincent looked over at Elizabeth, she never looked at him. 
 
    What had happened there? 
 
    After their last… encounter, Taylor screaned that Vincent and Elizabeth had gotten together, much to his surprise. But now they no longer seemed to be with each other. He went over to Elizabeth to say hello. She was hovering, uncomfortably, by the snack table, her arms wrapped around herself. 
 
    "Elizabeth," he said. 
 
    "Captain," she replied formally. 
 
    "How are you doing?" he asked. 
 
    "As well as can be expected," she said. He looked at her. There was no sign of the sexy seductress who had slept with Taylor hard in his cabin on the Judicator. That had been Doug's doing, the alien Doug. 
 
    "Are you still with the Scientific Branch?" 
 
    "Of course," said Elizabeth simply. "My career is my life." 
 
    "And nothing else?" Taylor looked at Vincent, who was watching them. "What about Vincent?" 
 
    "What about him?" 
 
    "I was under the impression you had… forgiven him," said Taylor. 
 
    Elizabeth looked at Taylor, and could immediately tell, he knew. "Vincent… comforted me when I needed comforting. Much like you did, Captain. But there was no love in it; it was purely mechanical. Just like you and me." 
 
    "Elizabeth-" Even as he started to reply, Elizabeth walked away. 
 
    "Well, it's good to see that some things haven't changed," said a new voice. 
 
    "Victor!" Taylor wasn't homosexual, but he felt the need to give Victor a solid manhug. It felt good. 
 
    "Michael!" said Victor. "You're looking good!" he looked Taylor up and down.  "Is it Pam?" 
 
    "I thought I was the only person who could screan, Victor," said Taylor. "Yes, we got back together." 
 
    "I knew it. The two of you were meant for each other," said Victor.  
 
    "I hope so," said Taylor. 
 
    "What does that mean?" 
 
    Taylor told Victor how he promised to resign his commission. He also told Victor how Pam wanted him to take a job at a corporation. 
 
    Taylor had gone on a job interview at Apptronics, and it was perfectly dreadful. He saw row after row of customer service managers sitting at holographic screens in small cubicle desks. The thought of sitting in one of those repelled him. The idea of spending the rest of his life overseeing customer service for meaningless products revolted him. Still, Pam wanted him to get an office job. How could he do it without feeling smothered? 
 
    Victor listened quietly. Taylor noticed that Victor had gotten a tan! He couldn't imagine Victor lying on a beach. 
 
    When he was done, Victor said, "I hear you, Michael. Pam has given you her requirements. But have you given her yours?" 
 
    "Requirements? I… I don't have any requirements for her," said Taylor. 
 
    "What about for yourself?" said Victor. "Are you going to let her run your life?" 
 
    "Victor, she's the love of my life." 
 
    Victor looked at him. "Michael, are you going to let the love of your life run your life?" He frowned. "You're a Survey Service Captain, Michael. The best I've ever seen." 
 
    "I am?" 
 
    "Look at all these families. If you had been the Captain of their ships, perhaps some of their crew might have come back." He looked Taylor in the eye. "You're a Survey Service Captain. Anything else is wasted material. Whether Pam can live with it, or not, it's what you are." He thought of something, and smiled. "You, in the Survey Service… it's Tisson Crae. Who can fight that?" 
 
    Taylor found himself smiling back. Victor always had a way with words. "How are you doing, Victor?' 
 
    "Me? Oh, I'm fine. I'm writing a series of papers about our experiences. From an exosociological perspective." He saw the look Michael gave him. "Of course, no one with a security clearance below 12 will ever get to read them, which is the real problem." He gestured to the crowd of families who were watching them. "It's the same problem we have here. Everyone wants to know what happened, but we can't tell them. What have you been saying to them?" 
 
    "That their loved ones died for a purpose," said Taylor. "To save the Earth." 
 
    "And that's all they really need to know, I suppose. But naturally they want to know more. It's human nature," said Victor. "I've come across some of the families--Bill Carey's, Ensign Torrence, and a few others. It's not just words they want, but comforting. You're good at that, Michael." 
 
    "Am I?" Taylor asked uncertainly. 
 
    A man came up to Taylor. "Captain Taylor?" he said.  
 
    Taylor nodded. 
 
    "My name is Robert Ferris. My wife Jeanie was second officer on the Aurora." 
 
    Aurora, the science ship. 
 
    "Did you happen to see her, whenever… wherever you went?" 
 
    Taylor shook his head. 
 
    "Is there anything you can tell me about what happened to her?" 
 
    There was. But what could he say to the man? That his wife was probably tortured to death in the year 8,000,000 by the Ascended, as they studied the concept of emotional restraint? That was not an answer that Robert Ferris wanted to hear. 
 
    "I'm sorry, but I can't," said Taylor. 
 
    Ferris nodded miserably and walked away. 
 
    A middle aged woman came next. Amelia Andrews, the wife of Robert Andrews, the Captain of the Judicator.  
 
    "Is there anything, anything at all you can tell me about Robert?" she asked. 
 
    Her husband Robert Andrews. Along with the rest of the Judicator crew, their physical bodies had died, while their consciousnesses were trapped in the virtual layer. What could he tell her, that her husband was still alive, in an alternate dimension, somewhere 22,000,000 years in the future? 
 
    "I know you know something," she said. "You have to know. You came back in Robert's ship, for God's sake! Where is he, Captain Taylor? Tell me, where is my husband?"  
 
    "I'm sorry, there's nothing I can tell you." 
 
    "Please!" she said, tears forming in her eyes. "Something, anything!" 
 
    Taylor considered for a long moment. He looked at Victor. Victor gave her a sympathetic look. 
 
    "Your husband is dead," Taylor said finally. "But…" 
 
    "But?" 
 
    "He loved you very much." 
 
    "You spoke to him?" she said, her eyes full of hope. 
 
    "That's all I can say," said Taylor. 
 
    But that buoyed Amelia Andrews, and she actually smiled, before thanking him and turning away. 
 
    "Robert Andrews never told you that, did he?" Victor asked. 
 
    "No, he didn't," said Taylor. "But I have learned that sometimes that is exactly what people need to hear." 
 
    Just as he needed to hear it in the cave on the second moon of Sirius IV, when he was burning up with fever. 
 
    Just as Elizabeth needed to hear it in order to get a life-saving orgasm when they were prisoners of the United. 
 
    Next came another middle aged brown haired woman. She had her hair down, but if it were up in a bun she would look like- 
 
    "I'm Susan Spaulding. Captain Audrey Spaulding's sister," she said, extending her hand. 
 
    Taylor shook it. 
 
    "Is there anything you can tell me about my sister?" Susan asked. 
 
    What could Taylor tell Susan? That he had met an alien posing as her sister, who had given him the isotope? Or that he had met her sister in a dream, a dream so real that she gave him details of one of her crewmen's personal lives? 
 
    Taylor shook his  head. "I never met her." 
 
    "You made it back. Why couldn't she?" Susan asked. 
 
    Victor spoke up. "We don't have an answer for that. Life doesn't give us answers to such things. Your sister was a Survey Service officer. She knew the risks when she entered the Black Box. So did we. She took a chance, as we all did, and she helped save the Earth. It's not every Survey Service officer who can say that." 
 
    Susan Spaulding nodded, dabbing back tears. She thanked them and turned away. 
 
    "What about Pam?" Victor suddenly asked. 
 
    "What about her?" Taylor asked, a little confused, and he had to quickly screan to realize that Victor was talking about the other Pam. 
 
    "Do you know where she is?" 
 
    "The World Government has her," said Taylor.  
 
    "Do you have any interest in where she is, what she's doing?" Victor asked. 
 
    Taylor said, "Victor, I'm back with Pam now. The real Pam." But in fact, Taylor had thought of Pam sometimes, the other Pam. He had assumed that once he had gotten back together with the real Pam, he would have lost interest in the diagnostic tool from the year one billion. But he did wonder where she was, and how she was doing. 
 
    "The real Pam. An interesting choice of words," said Victor. He thought a moment. "I don't think there is a real Pam, Michael," he said.  
 
    "Victor?" 
 
    "I think there are two of them." 
 
    At that moment a weepy woman approached. She was Sarah Carey, the wife of his first officer, Bill Carey. 
 
    "Captain, I understand matters being classified. I was the wife of a Survey Service officer. But… he was your first officer. Surely you can tell me something…." She grabbed his hands, and squeezed them tightly. Taylor could see the tears in her eyes. 
 
    What could he say? That Bill was alive, somewhere in the year 500,000,000? That he had given his life to save Elizabeth, by grabbing a United before it grabbed her and teleported her back to Corta? 
 
    And then suddenly Elizabeth was there, standing by his side. 
 
    "You're Sarah Carey, Bill's wife, aren't you?" 
 
    "Yes," said Sarah. "Who are you?" 
 
    "I'm Commander Elizabeth Shaw. I was on the Devonshire when Bill died. Bill was a brave man. He saved my life." 
 
    "He did?" Her eyes went wide. 
 
    "He saved all our lives. Come, let's talk." She gave Taylor an inscrutable glance as she pulled Sarah Carey away. 
 
    "She still cares for you, in her own way, you know," said Victor.  
 
    "No, I didn't know," said Taylor. 
 
    "Perhaps you should try to expra her," Victor grinned. "So, back to what we were talking about. Do you want to find the other Pam?" 
 
    "Victor, I don't know where she is," said Taylor. "I don't know where to find her." 
 
    "You knew how to travel a billion years into the future, but now you claim you can't find one very prominent research and diagnostic tool on the planet Earth," said Victor. "Admit it, Michael. There's a bond between you two." 
 
    "Victor, we never even slept together." 
 
    "That's exactly what I meant," Victor replied. 
 
    A Japanese couple came up to them. They identified themselves as Sanyo and Fujifulm Tanaka, Suki Tanaka's parents.  
 
    "Our daughter was your navigator," said Sanyo. She took Taylor's hand. "Please, gracious Captain, tell us about our daughter. Why is she not here with you now?" 
 
    Because… she was turned into a squid, but even as a squid betrayed the other squids and saved all our lives? Taylor remembered the battle between Suki Tanaka and Jennifer on the bridge of the Judicator, as they were racing against time to escape into the Black Box. Suki had saved all their lives that day. But what could he tell her? 
 
    "I… I don't know what to say," said Taylor. 
 
    "I do," said Victor. "I knew your daughter. She saved all our lives." 
 
    "Victor! The regulations-" 
 
    "Are meant for other people, not me," said Victor. "She saved all our lives. We were captured by aliens. Suki was brainwashed and tortured into working for them. But she ended up saving all of us." 
 
    Fujifulm's jaw dropped. Sonyo gasped. "Why… if you say she was brainwashed, why did she still help you?" 
 
    "Because at the end, she remembered who and what she was," said Victor. "A Survey Service officer. One of the finest." 
 
    "I… I had a special relationship with Suki," said Taylor, reluctantly. He was pleased to see Fujifulm's jaw drop even lower. "At one particularly tense time, we were… close. I got to know her well. She was a fine woman. You must have been very proud of her." 
 
    It didn't take screaning abilities to see the look in their eyes. Suddenly, they knew. Sonyo reddened and her face went through several phases as she slowly figured out what Taylor was saying. Finally, she reached out and touched Taylor's hand. "Thank you, Captain Taylor. Thank you so much." 
 
    She was trembling as her husband led her away. 
 
    "Too much information, Victor?" 
 
    "I don't think so," said Victor. "Her parents deserved to know how she saved us." 
 
    "And what I told her?" 
 
    Victor shrugged and smiled. "I think it pleased her." 
 
    "It did?" 
 
    "To think that the valiant Captain Taylor made her daughter happy sometime before her final moments. Yes, I think it did," said Victor. 
 
    Speaking to the families was an unpleasant task, but it had to be done. The worst encounter, unexpectedly, came with Jennifer Hale's family. 
 
    Taylor recognized them, Jennifer's mother, Maureen, and her younger sister, Kelly. Maureen looked like an older version of Jennifer, and Maureen had the same ripe melons under her shirt that Jennifer did. Jennifer had introduced her family to him before, during a social function. But the sad reunion he anticipated turned out to be something far worse. 
 
    Jennifer's mother, Maureen Hale, ripped into him immediately. "What happened to Jennifer?" she demanded. 
 
    "I can't tell you, Mrs. Hale," said Taylor. "All I can say is that she died in the line of duty." 
 
    "Don't give me that smug Survey Service line!" Maureen snapped. "You came back without a scratch on you! Why isn't my daughter here too?" 
 
    What to say? That her daughter had turned into a giant squid, and had perished with a psychic blast to her chest? 
 
    "There's something you're not telling me, is there?" She said, jabbing Taylor in the chest. "Something that happened to my Jennifer. Tell me!" 
 
    "There's nothing he can tell you, Mrs. Hale," said Victor. 
 
    "He's responsible! He's the reason my daughter is dead!" said Maureen Hale.  
 
    "Mother!" said Kelly, the younger daughter. She tried to restrain her mother, but she pulled away. 
 
    "No, let me finish. We all know the reason Jennifer went on this mission. Unlike the others, she wasn't assigned to it. She volunteered," said Maureen Hale. "And we all know why she volunteered. Because she was in love with you. Admit it! You were having an affair with my daughter! You seduced her into joining this mission!" 
 
    "No, it’s not true!" said Taylor. 
 
    "It is true! You fucked her, and you dragged her along, and you got her killed! She would be alive today if she had never met you!" Maureen yelled. She had the attention of everyone in the hall now. "They all would! Anyone who loves you dies! And here you are, with that smug expression of sympathy pasted to your face, dressed in your fancy tailor's dummy whites as you pretend to dole out sympathy with an eye dropper. Well, I'm not buying any of it! You're a fraud, and you lead people to their deaths!" 
 
    She was screaming now. 
 
    Survey Service military police came over and started to drag her out by the arms. She was still screaming as she was taken from the hall. A hushed crowd eyed the spectacle. 
 
    Victor put his hand on Taylor's shoulder. "Michael-" 
 
    "I know, Victor," said Taylor. "Believe me, I know." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "It's so good to see you again, Pam," said Irene, giving a false smile as Pam sat ramrod straight in a chair in front of her. "I understand Remy has been showing you a good time." 
 
    "Yes. He has brought this body to orgasm three times in the past three days," said Pam. 
 
    "Oh, ha ha, how nice," said Irene, giving Remy a hard glance. "Listen, dear, now that you've gotten a chance to see some of the good works the World Government is doing, I was wondering if I could ask for your help." 
 
    "My help?" said Pam. 
 
    "Yes. There are still some misguided people who resist the central control that the World Government offers. You come from a society where everything is centrally decided, do you not?" Irene had learned that from Michael Taylor's debriefing. Pam was supposed to be part of one, giant lifeform. Lorenzo wasn't sure if she believed that, much as she wasn't sure if she believed much of anything from Taylor's report, but it was a useful talking point. 
 
    "Yes," said Pam. 
 
    Lorenzo gave a relieved smile. "Then we're all on the same side, dear! We want more centralized control too! But our territorial governments keep resisting all the helpful regulations and tax programs we send their way. We would like you to publically endorse the World Government-" 
 
    "No," said Pam. 
 
    "No? Now what?" said Irene. 
 
    "I am sorry. Your language is so primitive. Is there more than one meaning for the word no?" Pam asked. "You say you are just like Us. You are nothing like Us. You are primitive. You do not seek Formos. You do not seek Tisson Crae. You make decisions for the group, but where I come from, everyone participates in the decision. That is what brings Formos." 
 
    "But, sweet child, everyone does participate in governing. Through the World Government, which is duly elected by territorial populations, who elect Senators, who elect me." 
 
    Pam did not look swayed. 
 
    Irene sighed. "I can see that we have a longer road ahead than I anticipated. We will have to embark on a reeducation program, to teach you to the truly beneficent nature of the World Government. I will have such a program created specially for you. Remy will guide you through it." 
 
    "I wish to see Taylor." 
 
    "You will never see Taylor," said Irene, her voice hard. "He has been reassigned, permanently." 
 
    "Never?" 
 
    "Is there another meaning of never, sweet child?" Irene asked. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Make love to me," said Pam, later that afternoon, when they had returned to Remy's apartment. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Make love to me." 
 
    Remy stared. Pam had cooperated in  having physical relations with him whenever he wanted it. But she had never, ever asked for it or showed any initiative in the matter. Perhaps she was finally growing attracted to him. 
 
    Smiling, he stripped off his own clothes and then her own. He mounted her and started to make love. Pam's face was totally expressionless, her eyes focused on the ceiling, as Remy plunged into her. Soon the inevitable occurred. 
 
    "Ah, ah, aaaaaah," Remy said, gasping with a smile. 
 
    Only then did Pam's face become animate. "Have you finished?" 
 
    "Finished? You mean climaxed? Yes." 
 
    "Good. Then you must go now." 
 
    "Go now?" Remy's face was a mask of confusion. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They had argued. 
 
    Pam wanted him to take the job at Apptronics. Taylor told her he'd rather crash the Judicator into a star. Pam hadn't taken it well. 
 
    He remembered what Victor had said. Pam was making all the demands. He had to set limits of his own. He told Pam he wanted to compromise. He told her he would find another job in the business world, just not that one. She had accepted that, but he could tell she was still dissatisfied. 
 
    They had physical relations together.  
 
    After it was all over, they were lying together, holding hands. It was just like old times. Until…. 
 
    "Was that good for you?" Pam asked. 
 
    Was that good for me? When had Pam asked him that before? 
 
    Oh my God. No. 
 
    "Yes, it was," said Taylor, feeling an unraveling sensation in his stomach. "And you?" he asked cautiously. 
 
    "Kind of," said Pam. "I wanted it to be good. Because it's our last time together." 
 
    Oh my God. She's doing it to me again!!! 
 
    "What?" Taylor sat up abruptly. 
 
    "Michael, I… I just don't feel it anymore," said Pam. 
 
    "Is this about the Apptronics job?" 
 
    "No, I mean, a little. It helped clarify things," said Pam. She looked at him. "I love you, Michael Taylor. You're handsome and brave and you've probably saved the planet in five different ways I don't even know about. But… I can't deprive the Survey Service of you. I can't deprive the world of you." 
 
    "No," said Taylor, screaning her. "This isn't about your charity towards the world. Say what you really feel." 
 
    Pam looked a little startled. "All right. I… I just don't feel for you what I once did. I don't feel for you what I feel for… for…." 
 
    "Doug," said Taylor, finishing the sentence for her. 
 
    "Right." 
 
    Taylor got up and put his clothes on. This was an almost identical replay of the last time Pam had broken up with him. The only difference is that this time he was getting dressed without any assistance. 
 
    "I don't want you to be hurt," said Pam, looking distressed as her heavy tits hung downwards, pointing to the ground. 
 
    "Why would I be hurt," said Taylor, putting on his pants. "The woman I love had dumped me not once, but twice. Twice, the second time after I gave her everything she wanted. I was prepared to give up the Survey Service for you, Pam." He put on his shirt. "I was prepared to take a boring corporate job for you." He reached for his boots. "I was basically prepared to rewrite my entire identity, just to be with you. And after I gave you everything, everything that you wanted, you dumped me." 
 
    "When you say it like that, it makes me sound really bad," Pam complained, nervously rubbing her fingers together. 
 
    Taylor pulled on his other boot. "Yeah, it does." He got up and went to the door. 
 
    "Taylor!" 
 
    "Goodbye, Pam." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor sat on a beach at Perth, not far from Auburn field. He watched the waves coming in and out. Every so often he heard the roar of ships landing or leaving Auburn field. 
 
    Well, at least he hadn't lost that. He still hadn't gotten around to resigning his commission, thank goodness. He still could have a career in the Survey Service.  
 
    But he had lost the love of his life. 
 
    Again. 
 
    He was still sitting there, contemplating the depths of self-pity, when two men dressed as Survey Service MP's came up to him. "Michael Taylor?" one of them asked. 
 
    What now? 
 
    Taylor simply nodded. 
 
    "Admiral Von Windhoek has been trying to reach you, sir. It's urgent." 
 
    For several hours his wristcom had been beeping. He had shut it off. He didn't want to talk to anyone.  
 
    Taylor looked up at them, with the sun in his eyes. "Urgent, you say?" 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Where is Pam, Lieutenant Commander?" Von Windhoek asked. 
 
    "Pam?" said Taylor. "Which Pam do you mean, sir?" 
 
    "Don't get smart with me, young man!" Von Windhoek snapped. "The Pam who you claim is from a billion years in the future." 
 
    "Oh, that Pam," said Taylor. "I don't know, sir. I haven't seen her in weeks. You've seen to that." 
 
    Von Windhoek stared at him in silence. 
 
    "Why… has something happened sir?" 
 
    Von Windhoek pressed a button. A holo of Remy Farber appeared. "This man has been guiding Pam for the past few weeks. He's a World Government facilitator named Remy Farber. Earlier this afternoon, Remy Farber vanished from the face of the Earth." 
 
    "Vanished?" 
 
    "Vanished," said Von Windhoek. 
 
    "Just because you don't know where he is doesn't mean he's… vanished," said Taylor. 
 
    "Pam had vanished as well," said Von Windhoek. 
 
    "Really?" said Taylor. 
 
    "You don't sound very surprised." 
 
    "Sir, after travelling a billion years into the future, observing the beginning of time, and learning the true nature of the universe, forgive me if a missing persons report doesn't make me sound surprised," said Taylor. 
 
    Von Windhoek stared at him for another long moment. "Would you care to speculate?" 
 
    "How can I, when I have been purposefully kept in the dark as to what has happened?" Taylor said. 
 
    Von Windhoek paused, debating how much to tell him. "Remy Farber… is not just another employee of the World Government. He is also a Comforter." 
 
    "Oh." 
 
    "He continued the lessons you started on teaching Pam what it means to be human." He looked carefully for a reaction, but Taylor's face was unreadable. 
 
    "It seemed just as he was getting through to her… they both disappeared." 
 
    "Maybe they went on vacation, sir." 
 
    "Is that a joke, Lieutenant Commander?" said Von Windhoek sharply. 
 
    "No sir."  
 
    He drummed his fingers on his desk. "If you see her, you are to report in immediately." 
 
    "Yes sir." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor went home. He had rented a small apartment in a suburban area of Perth. He was preparing dinner when he heard a voice behind him. "I hope you're cooking enough for two." 
 
    "Hello, Pam," said Taylor. He turned to see her. "Yes, in fact I was." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They talked over dinner. Taylor found he was glad to see her. She was like Pam, the other Pam, and yet not. In his mind they had become two different persons, two different personalities. 
 
    "You had physical relations with him." It was not a question. 
 
    "This body did." 
 
    "How did that body like it?" 
 
    "This body enjoyed it," said Pam, in a flat voice. 
 
    "Really," said Taylor. He screaned something else entirely. 
 
    "Nerve endings were stimulated. The physical catalyst for a biological orgasm was achieved three times. Data sets were gathered. Information was stored, analyzed, and patterned." 
 
    "He sounds like the love of your life," said Taylor dryly. "What happened to Remy?" 
 
    "When it became clear there was no more useful data to gather from him, I invited him to have physical relations, and then I made him go away." 
 
    "What?" Taylor couldn't believe his ears. 
 
    "Is this not the proper method for ending an affiliation on Earth? I learned this from you, Taylor." 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    Oh yes. 
 
    "From your memories," said Pam, looking at him. "When Pam, your Pam, ended your affiliation, she copulated with you one last time. To assuage your feelings, I think. Then she made you leave. I used that same technique on Remy." 
 
    "But… Remy has disappeared, Pam. What happened to him?" 
 
    "I made him go, Michael." 
 
    "Go where?" 
 
    "Away." 
 
    Her face was absolutely still, her green eyes boring into his. 
 
    "I have many questions for you, Michael." 
 
    "Do you?" said Taylor. Why was he suddenly feeling joy welling up inside him? 
 
    "Yes. Let us start here." 
 
    Suddenly they were in Pam's apartment, the other Pam's apartment.  And Taylor was on top of her, making love to her. He recognized the time. It was the first time they got back together, right after they had met in the restaurant- 
 
    "You were spying on me," said Taylor, as he watched himself make love to the other Pam. "Even when you were with Remy, you were spying on me the entire time, weren't you?" 
 
    "In five minute intervals," said Pam. "More often than that if you were doing something interesting. The one called Remy was not very engaging." 
 
    Taylor looked into her eyes, and saw her give him a little smile, the first time she had smiled since she had been paired with Remy. Taylor wondered if  that was her body smiling at him, or her? 
 
    Pam, the other Pam, moaned as the other Taylor gave her an intense boning.  
 
    "I have questions," said Pam. "This body has achieved the biological orgasm three times. And yet this body had not received a fraction of the pleasure that I expra the other Pam received during this encounter. Can you please tell me why? My body is of identical construction to hers; should I not experience the same pleasure?" 
 
    She didn't know. She simply didn't know. A billion years more advanced than he was, and yet totally ignorant, when it came to such a simple thing. 
 
    "Pam," said Taylor. "You didn't feel anything with Remy, for the exact same reason I haven't made love to you. It's because you were not in love with Remy." 
 
    "That is why you have not made love to this body, because I am not in love with Remy?" Pam asked. 
 
    Taylor took her hand, and looked into her eye. "I will not make love for you until you feel something for me." 
 
    She looked helplessly at him. "I… I am a tool, Michael. I am incapable of feeling." 
 
    Taylor leaned forward and kissed her gently. Then he pulled back. "We both know that's not true." 
 
    Pam blinked and looked away for a moment.  
 
    "Why did you bring me back?" Taylor asked. "I never got the chance to ask you. You were ordered to eliminate us, weren't you?" 
 
    Pam nodded. 
 
    "Then why did you bring us home?" 
 
    "It… it didn’t really matter to Us whether you were eliminated, or returned to your own time. They just wanted you gone," said Pam. "They wanted you gone, so that I would return to my work." 
 
    "But you didn't return to your work. You came back in time with us," said Taylor. "Have you ever disobeyed an order of your group before?" 
 
    Pam shook her head. 
 
    "Then why do you think you did now?" 
 
    "I… I wanted to study the finiterals more," said Pam. 
 
    Taylor reached out and brushed her cheeks softly with the tips of his fingers. Her face started to tremble.  
 
    "I wanted to study you more," said Pam. 
 
    He leaned forward and kissed her again. 
 
    Pam's voice was a throaty whisper. "This body… this body likes when you do that. Very much." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "I have more questions." 
 
    "I exist to answer your questions," said Taylor. "Let us return to the beginning of time and I will answer all your questions, one by one until the end of time." 
 
    Pam gave him a flirtatious smile, and a playful look. "We need not go all the way back to the beginning of time, Michael Taylor. For now, a day will suffice." 
 
    Once again, they were in Pam's apartment, the other Pam's. In his mind, something had changed. Taylor now thought of the Pam from the future as the real Pam, the primary Pam, and Pamela Nesbitt of Perth, Australia, as the other Pam. Their roles had reversed. 
 
    "I'm sorry, I just don't love you like I used to," said the other Pam. Her image froze, and the expression of great distress on Taylor's face, the other Taylor's face, froze as well. 
 
    Pam looked at Taylor. "At first this female loved you. Then she did not. Then she did once again. And now, once again, she does not. Explain." 
 
    Taylor looked at the other Pam's pained expression, and at the other Taylor's even greater expression of pain, and turned away. "I can't." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Love is not like screaning. It's not like expra-ing," said Taylor. "You can't always reach out with your extra sensory perception and know if it's going to work. Sometimes it works for a while… and then it stops working." 
 
    "What properties govern the waxing and waning of love?" 
 
    Taylor looked up at her, at her innocent, inquisitive look. At that moment, she was so beautiful, and the worst part of it was, he didn't know why. "I don't know," he said.  
 
    Pam gave him a vaguely dissatisfied look. "We shall return to this. Are you ready for the next topic?" 
 
    "Any topic has to be better than this one." 
 
    The scene changed to the remembrance Taylor attended with the crews of the lost ships. 
 
    "Were you watching me the entire time?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "I have already told you that I was," said Pam. 
 
    "Why?" said Taylor. "Why do I fascinate you so much?" 
 
    Pam licked her lips. "This body… this body finds you… interesting." 
 
    "But do you find me interesting?" 
 
    Rather than respond, several scenes played out. They watched as Victor and the other Taylor comforted families who had lost loved ones on the four ships which had entered the Black Box. 
 
     "These families are sad," said Pam. "But they seem less sad after they speak to you. And yet nothing has changed. Their loved ones are still dead. Why are they less sad?" 
 
    "Because they understand that their loved ones died for an important cause. That they died upholding the highest standards of the Survey Service," said Taylor, his face choked with emotions as he watched the sobbing families, now for a second time. 
 
    "The highest standards?" said Pam. 
 
    "Honor. Service. Protecting Earth. This is our Tisson Crae," said Taylor, still looking at the families, frozen in time. 
 
    "I… I kockk," said Pam quietly. 
 
    A new scene suddenly played out.  
 
    Taylor was meeting with Obongo Babangida's parents. Obongo's parents, dressed in traditional Nigerian dress, pressed Taylor for anything he could tell them about the fate of their son. Taylor assured them that Obongo had served with honor and distinction, and was the finest security chief he had ever had. 
 
    "You did not believe that he was the finest security chief you ever had." 
 
    "No, I did not," said Taylor, remembering the feeling of being punched in the face, while Obongo began to make love to Jennifer. 
 
    "Then why did you tell his parents that?" 
 
    "To make them feel better. What Obongo did… he had no choice. He was compelled to." 
 
    Suddenly, Taylor was watching a different image. It was Jennifer, on the ground, smiling as Obongo made love to her. She turned to Taylor. "Just let it happen… just let it happen…." 
 
    "But you feel differently towards this one." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "She made a choice. She betrayed me because she wanted to betray me." 
 
    "Are you sure?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor, watching Obongo's ass rising up as down as Jennifer wrapped her arms and legs around him. 
 
    "So in your culture, the motivation is more important than the action itself?" 
 
    "Sometimes." Taylor winced. "Do I have to keep watching this?" 
 
    The scene changed again. They were back at the remembrance. Taylor was with Suki's parents. They watched as Taylor explained how Suki gave her life for the ship, all for the love of him.  
 
    And then immediately following that was a different scene, where Jennifer's sobbing, hysterical mother lit into Taylor, calling him a monster who caused Jennifer's death. 
 
    Taylor felt a deep well of sadness as he watched Maureen Hale berate his other self. And then her image froze. 
 
    "You told one set of parents that their daughter died because of her love for you," said Pam. "They were somewhat pleased by this. Then another parent assumed much the same thing about her daughter. But the same exact information caused a completely opposite reaction: it enraged her. Why?" 
 
    Taylor turned his back on her for a moment. Finally he turned around. He saw Pam watching him, waiting. "I can't explain." 
 
    She stood there silently. 
 
    "There are a lot of things about human emotions, human feelings, that are inconsistent. They can't be plotted as easily as building a planet," said Taylor. 
 
    "These feelings are so… unpredictable," said Pam. "Are they worth having?" 
 
    "I don't know. You tell me," said Taylor. 
 
    Pam gave a confused smile. "I don't have feelings." 
 
    "I think, you do," said Taylor. He reached for her arms. "Remy fucked you blind, didn't he?" 
 
    "I did not lose my eyesight." 
 
    "You know what I mean," said Taylor. "But you felt nothing when he… did what he did with you. You feel more when I kiss you than when Remy fucked you." 
 
    "I do not feel anything. It is this female body which registers sensations. I merely note and record the results." 
 
    "The results of which are so interesting, that you came back a billion years in time to continue your studies." 
 
    "Yes," said Pam. 
 
    Taylor looked at her for a long moment, and then said, "I kockk, but I don't think you do." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Pam and Taylor were together again. 
 
    Agents from the World Government came to try and retrieve Pam. They went away. 
 
    More agents came to retrieve Pam. 
 
    They went away too. 
 
    After that, the World Government stopped trying to take Pam away. 
 
    Admiral Von Windhoek, in a much gentler tone, simply requested that Taylor make regular reports. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They went shopping for clothes. 
 
    Pam wanted to know if there was something wrong with her dress. She was still wearing the same dress from her love-cation.  
 
    Taylor told her she looked beautiful in it, but it was nice to have variety. 
 
    "Variety?" Pam asked. 
 
    "To look beautiful, in different ways," said Taylor. "Just like you look beautiful in different ways when your body is haloed by a sun, or a gas giant, or a nebula. They are like different outfits for you to wear." 
 
    Pam smiled. "This body is pleased to hear that." 
 
    "I'm sure it is," said Taylor. "Besides, don't you think it's nice to change outfits at least one every billion years?" 
 
    Shopping for clothes for Pam was fun. They didn't even have to physically go shopping anywhere. They would look at an outfit on the holonet, and then, if Taylor liked it, Pam would be wearing it instantly. 
 
    Taylor picked a blue dress that went down to her ankles; a red dress that showed off her tight body; and a blouse and tight pants in cream very much like what the other Pam had been wearing the day they had started their latest reconciliation. 
 
    He watched as Pam modeled a yellow dress. She looked uncertainly in a mirror.  
 
    "What do you think?" Taylor asked.  
 
    "I do not have any basis to judge," said Pam, looking anxiously at herself. 
 
    "Sure you do," said Taylor. "Just Shursta it." 
 
    A big smile appeared on Pam's face, and she suddenly understood. She looked at the dress in a new way. "I… I am not sure. It is different than judging the beauty of a planet, or a star." 
 
    Taylor gently touched her on the shoulders from behind. He look at how well the yellow dress fit her curves. "No, you're wrong. It's the exact same thing. You look as beautiful as the star that you are." 
 
    Pam looked like she was almost going to cry. "Taylor! This body… it… it wants a kiss." 
 
    Taylor moved close to her, but didn't kiss her. "Do you want a kiss?" 
 
    "No… I don't know… but this body does!" She seemed in great need. 
 
    "But for you, it would just be a matter of scientific analysis, right. No more than an experiment, right?" 
 
    "Yes," said Pam, in evident discomfort. "Nothing more than that." 
 
    "Hm. Then it doesn't seem very important to kiss you then." 
 
    Pam reached forward, grabbed his head, and gave him the kiss of his life. When she released him, Taylor said, "Interesting. I must study the results for data patterning." 
 
    And Pam laughed! She giggled like a young girl. Taylor had never heard Pam, this Pam, laugh before. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "There is such a tremendous emphasis on oral consumption," said Pam. 
 
    Their bodies were sailing through a supermarket, one aisle after another after another. Apparently, other shoppers couldn't see them. They even passed right through shoppers in their way. 
 
    "So many thousands of different kinds of food," said Pam, as they moved from aisle to aisle. "Is it all really necessary?" 
 
    "Food is necessary to live," said Taylor. "But you are right. For us, food is more than that. It is about pleasure." 
 
    Suddenly, they were halted, in the meat section. "But… it is such an ephemeral pleasure," said Pam. "It passes by your taste buds so quickly, and is down your throat.. Why so much emphasis on a pleasure that ends so quickly?" 
 
    "I don't know," said Taylor, stepping closer to her. "You tell me." 
 
    And then she leaned forward, and kissed him. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "I do not kockk fiction," said Pam, sitting in front of a holoprojector that was playing a drama. "Why would your population be so obsessed with experiences that are false?" 
 
    "We don't view fiction as false," said Taylor, sitting down next to her.  
 
    "Well, aren't they?" 
 
    "They are, but we view them as entertainment," said Taylor. "We identify with the main characters. We feel what they feel. We experience things with them." 
 
    Pam's eyes narrowed. "Is it a form of telepathy?" 
 
    Taylor smiled. "No, more like empathy. We try to imagine what they feel, and we feel it ourselves." 
 
    "I have observed several thousand of your dramas over the past few minutes," said Pam, "They all have very similar themes. A male pursues a female, for physical pleasuring and a relationship. Or the male pursues the female, usually just for physical pleasure. What is so compelling that makes people want to view essentially the same story, over and over again?" 
 
    "For us it is different, every time," said Taylor, putting an arm around her. "For us it is always new. When we watch a drama, we see a person pursuing a man or woman who we have never seen before. It is a new first time. First times are special. Do you remember the first time you kissed me?" 
 
    Suddenly they were watching it, watching other Pam reach out and kissed other Taylor. Taylor could see the look of contentment on Pam's face as she grinded her lips against his. Her eyebrows were raised, her mouth closed, her chest heaving. 
 
    "Yes. This body enjoyed it," said Pam. 
 
    "More than the other times?" 
 
    Pam paused. "I do not know for certain. I need a larger sample size to give a scientifically valid response." And she reached over and kissed Taylor again. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor was watching Remy having physical relations with Pam. Pam was moaning as Remy performed the act he knew so well. 
 
    Why is she making me watch this? 
 
    Taylor screaned her, and the answer was almost immediately. 
 
    She was trying to make him jealous. She was trying to get him to make love to her.  
 
    He smiled. Pam's understanding of human emotions were growing in leaps and bounds. 
 
    "Your culture has a tremendous emphasis on the reproductive act," said Pam, watching herself dispassionately. 
 
    "Technically, it is the act of reproduction, though most of the time, the purpose is physical pleasure," said Taylor. 
 
    "Yes. The stimulation of nerve endings. This body registered it," said Pam, watching herself make "ah, ah, ah" sounds. 
 
    "You don't sound impressed," said Taylor. 
 
    "It doesn't seem to be such a strong motivator," said Pam. She watched as her body slowly gasped, as she climaxed. 
 
    Oddly enough, Taylor, watching the other Pam's dispassionate face, wasn't jealous at all. Not even a little. Pam looked at him, and he knew that she knew that. 
 
    "Because, as I've told you, physical relations without feelings for the other person doesn’t mean much," said Taylor. 
 
    "The one called Remy seemed to enjoy it," said Pam. They watched as Remy cried out, and released inside of the other Pam. 
 
    "Some do. But others need more. They need to feel love." 
 
    "I have heard this word often. It is sometimes used synonymously with copulation, and sometimes separately. Which is it?" 
 
    "Both. It can be a part of physical relations, or simply a feeling," said Taylor. He let a hand roam over her shoulder. 
 
    "What kind of feeling?" Pam asked. 
 
    "A feeling… of intense need. Of intense wanting. Of wanting something more than you've ever wanted anything else, but what you want isn't a thing, it's a person." His hand played with her hair. When he brushed her cheek, she shivered. 
 
    "And what do you want with this other person?" 
 
    "To be with her… forever," said Taylor. He reached down and pressed against her palm. She responded. He leaned forward and kissed her. She responded, with soft and willing lips. 
 
    As he pulled back, Pam frowned. "I do not kockk this… intense wanting." 
 
    "Yes you do," said Taylor, looking at her. 
 
    Pam gave  him a helpless look, one filled with longing. "How can you tell me that I kockk when I tell you I do not?" 
 
    "Because you do," said Taylor, taking her in his arms. "You kockk. You just do not kockk that you kockk." 
 
    "Kiss me again, Taylor." 
 
    Taylor leaned close and kissed Pam on the lips. She closed her eyes and gave herself to the sensation, feeling his firm, manly lips against hers. When he pulled back, she said, "Now make love to me." 
 
    "Is that you asking, or your body?" 
 
    "This body desires it," said Pam. 
 
    "Then the answer is no," said Taylor, releasing her. 
 
    "You kissed me when this body asked for it," said Pam, her voice sounding vaguely annoyed. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "But you will not make love to this body. Why?" 
 
    "I don't make love to third persons," said Taylor. 
 
    "But it would be such an interesting experiment," said Pam, pressing her body against his. 
 
    "Haven't you already conducted this experiment many times with Remy?" Taylor asked, acutely feeling her body pressed against him. 
 
    "Yes," said Pam, squirming against him. "But…" 
 
    "But what?' 
 
    "But I want to conduct this experiment with you," she said, looking longingly at him. 
 
    Taylor looked into those green eyes. "I will make love to you, if you ask me, not your body. But I will not be the subject of an experiment. That got old, even 500,000,000 years from now." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The World Government wanted Pam back. 
 
    They knew better than to send men to take her by force. They learned that after the first two retrieval teams failed to return. 
 
    The Survey Service also wanted a piece of Pam. Admiral Von Windhoek was imploring Taylor to bring her in for examination. 
 
    Taylor said no, the first time he was able to do so to a senior officer. 
 
    But Pam did express a desire to get out and meet more people. Taylor spoke to Victor about it, and Victor arranged for a cocktail party to be held at an elaborate venue house in Perth that was owned by the World Government.  
 
    Once word got out about the party, everyone who was anyone on the planet wanted to be invited. Tickets were swapped, traded, and vended for enormous favors or prices. Taylor warned Victor that Pam was not to be swamped by questioners; this would not be a news conference, but a casual gathering. 
 
    When the day came, Pam wore a white dress, quite unlike the white dress from her love-cation, the dress he had first seen her in.  
 
    The new dress didn't show off her body like the other dress did. The dress covered nearly her entire body, from her neck to her ankles. 
 
    And yet, the dress was fabulous. Pam no longer looked slutty. She looked elegant.  
 
    Pam saw Taylor staring at her as she twirled around the mirror. She expra-ed a change in him. "You are falling in love with me." She said. It was not a question. 
 
    "No," said Taylor. 
 
    She looked flirtatiously at him, with her eyebrows raised. "You are falling in love with me. Soon you will want to make love to me." 
 
    Taylor frowned. "If you want it so much, why don't you just make me? You could fill me with irresistible desire, as the United did, could you not?' 
 
    "Yes," said Pam, looking taken back. 
 
    "So why not just do it? You'll get what you've always wanted. I am powerless to stop you." Taylor spread his arms wide. 
 
    "I… I…." Pam seemed at a loss for words. "I do not kockk. I think.. I expra… that I want you to make love to me, of your own accord." 
 
    Taylor leaned close to her. "And that's all I've been asking of you." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Megan Gross, the famed social justice warrior, was there. So was Doctor Richard Halstrom, the popular author of "How The Universe Began". There was Bruce Teitelbaum, the famous holo producer, who had made the smash hits "Big Happy Family 1", "Big Happy Family 2", and "Big Happy Family 3". There was also Senator Miyaka Abuto, the Chairwoman of the World Government Senate Committee on Fairness and Total Equality. 
 
    "The Universe started with nothing turning into something?" Doctor Halstrom chuckled. "That's quite impossible, my dear. The theory of the ever-present energy source dictates that-" 
 
    "Have you ever seen it?" Pam asked. 
 
    "Seen what?" 
 
    "The origin of the universe?" 
 
    "Well, no," said Halstrom. 
 
    "Then your observation is irrelevant," said Pam. "You do not screan; you do not expra; all you do is dudikay." 
 
    A few dozen feet away, Victor put a hand on Taylor's shoulder. "So good to see you again, Michael. How are things with Pam?" 
 
    "They… they're good, Victor," said Taylor, giving a little smile. 
 
    Victor looked meaningfully at Taylor. 
 
    "No, we haven't, Victor," said Taylor.  
 
    "And yet you seem happy," said Victor. 
 
    "Happier than I've ever been," said Taylor. 
 
    "Even with the other Pam?" 
 
    Taylor looked at Pam, who was chatting with a circle of people around her. "As far as I'm concerned, the other Pam  is the real Pam now." 
 
    "What about larger issues, Michael?" Victor asked. "Don't you think her people will come looking for her, sooner or later?" 
 
    "I don't know," said Taylor, watching her. She looked at him for the briefest of moments and flashed him a smile. He felt electricity coursing through his body. "She gets more and more human every day." 
 
    "That's wonderful, Michael," said Victor. "But I'm still concerned about the bigger picture. Didn't she tell you that her associates were considering erasing the galaxy?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor, still staring at her. 
 
    "Well… what's become of that?" 
 
    "I don't know, Victor," said Taylor. "And frankly, at this moment, I don't care. I'm alive, and I'm with Pam, and right now, that's my only horizon." He smiled back at her, and she smiled again. 
 
    "Equality, dear, it's all about making sure that everyone is equal," Megan Gross said to Pam. 
 
    "But you are all different. How do you determine what equal means for each individual person?" Pam asked. 
 
    "We have the best minds in the World Government who work on that," said Senator Abuto. "They analyze and measure each person's contribution to society, add to that societal discrimination against that person, and come up with a total value. Where there are any deficits, it is the job of the World Government to equalize-" 
 
    Victor nudged Taylor. "Did you notice that Elizabeth is here, Michael?" 
 
    "I noticed," said Taylor. He saw her leaning against a wall, looking forlorn. She was wearing a bright red dress which showed off more of her body than he was accustomed to seeing, and her hair was down. She looked very much unlike herself. There was no bun! "Why is she here?" 
 
    Victor raised his eyebrows and simply looked at him as if it were obvious. 
 
    Go and talk to her, he heard a feminine voice in his head say. 
 
    Taylor turned and saw Pam, nodding to him ever so slightly. 
 
    Taylor, feeling very self conscious, went over to Elizabeth. "Elizabeth," he said,  
 
    "Michael," she said, giving him a fearful smile.  
 
    Taylor looked at her dress, at her long flowing hair, and at the  makeup (makeup!) on her face. "You look wonderful."' 
 
    "Thanks," She said, smiling again. 
 
    "How are things going in the Scientific Branch?" 
 
    "Fine," said Elizabeth. "I, uh, was promoted. To a full Captain, in the reserves." 
 
    "Congratulation, Elizabeth!" said Taylor. He reached over to kiss her, and she turned her cheek to oblige. He felt her body as he briefly hugged her. 
 
    "You must be very happy," said Taylor. 
 
    "Yes, I am," she said, looking flustered. 
 
    "It seems everyone got promoted but me," said Taylor. 
 
    "Well, you're kind of absent without leave from the Survey Service, aren't you?" 
 
    It was true. Taylor's status with the Survey Service wasn't exactly clear at the moment. 
 
    "It's.. it's Pam….." 
 
    Elizabeth stiffened as he said the name. 
 
    Taylor lifted her chin. "Elizabeth, why did you come here today?" 
 
    "I… I.. I wanted to apologize for taking advantage of you...." She looked bashful. 
 
    "Taking advantage of me?" 
 
    "Back in the year one billion." 
 
    And then Taylor remembered. Elizabeth, wearing even more makeup than she was now, in a dress that revealed even more of her body than he saw now. The smell of rotting oranges… the feeling of her lips against his… the overwhelming desire to make love to her… which he gave into… which they gave into…. 
 
    "Elizabeth, you have nothing to apologize for. You were being controlled by Doug." 
 
    "Doug?" 
 
    "The other alien. He made himself look just like Pam's real life fiancée, just to irk me," said Taylor. 
 
    "Oh. I didn't know that," said Elizabeth. 
 
    Taylor stretched an arm out and leaned against the wall, right next to her. "Elizabeth, why are you really here?" 
 
    "I… I… I wanted to apologize." 
 
    "You just did." 
 
    "No, not for that," said Elizabeth. She looked up at him for a brief moment, and then he saw it, in her eyes. "You… you saved our lives. You saved all our lives. And I was so… so mean to you." 
 
    Taylor smiled. "Don't worry about it." 
 
    "You were always so gracious, Michael," said Elizabeth. "No matter how difficult the situation, you always maintained the class of a Survey Service Captain." 
 
    "Thank you," he said, feeling a warm sensation in his chest. 
 
    "How… how are things with her?" 
 
    "They… they are good." 
 
    "Does she…" Elizabeth visibly swallowed "… are you happy with her?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor, looking at Pam. "Very happy." 
 
    "That's good," said Elizabeth, swallowing again. "Then I'm happy for you too." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Later, back at his apartment, as they were getting ready for bed, Taylor asked, "Did you enjoy yourself?" 
 
    "I was gathering datapoints," said Pam. 
 
    "Did you enjoy gathering datapoints?" Taylor asked, as he took off his pants and shirt.  
 
    "They were all tedious and boring. They all had their own points of view, and were sure of their own Tisson Crae in the universe, and all of them to a man, or a woman, were wrong.  They all had their own small, insignificant purposes in life, and were unable or unwilling to see beyond it." 
 
    "There are over 12 billion people on the planet Earth. You only encountered a small number of them." 
 
    "I know. But I was hoping to meet people who were more multifaceted, more dynamic, like…." 
 
    "Like who?" Taylor asked, as he got into bed. 
 
    Pam gave him a knowing look. Then she blinked, and suddenly she was wearing a sheer pink nightie.  
 
    "That's new," said Taylor calmly. "Where did you get that from?" 
 
    "While you were reviewing the Melinda's Secret Catalogue, you paused while viewing this item 2.4 seconds longer than the other entries," said Pam. "I'm glad to see that the delay was statistically significant." She felt his eyes on her. "Do you wish to make love to this body now?" 
 
    "No," said Taylor. 
 
    Pam got into bed, and pointed to a development in his underwear. "Part of you seems to." 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. "That part of me wants to make love to you. Just like your body wants to make love to me." 
 
    She snuggled up against him. He felt the warmth of her body. "Perhaps we should consider their needs and make them both happy." 
 
    "Or perhaps we shouldn't," said Taylor, turning off the light. "Goodnight, Pam." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They were at the beach. 
 
    All eyes were on Pam, but not because they recognized her as the woman from the year one billion.  
 
    It was because of her bathing suit. 
 
    Pam was wearing a two piece black bathing suit that was very revealing. She lay on a long beach towel like a piece of sexy meat. 
 
    Taylor knew what she was trying to do. And truthfully, he was beginning to find it harder and harder to resist her. 
 
    But not just because of her incredibly body. 
 
    But because he was falling in love with her. 
 
    She was Pam, the Pam he knew, on the outside, but on the inside totally, totally different. She claimed to have no personality, she claimed to have no feelings, but for a diagnostic tool with no feelings, and no personality, she flirted with him all the time. She was smart, she was funny, and she flirted with him none stop, giving him sly looks and leaving herself open for kisses. 
 
    Taylor wasn't the only one to notice her body. As men walked by, he could see that Pam was attracting a lot of attention. 
 
    Pam spread her legs invitingly at a large muscular man who was walking by. "Hey there," he said, in a deep voice. 
 
    "Hello," said Pam, smiling at him. 
 
    The man stopped in his tracks. "How are you?" 
 
    Taylor was enraged that this man would hit on Pam while he was sitting right next to her. "Hey pal, hit the road." 
 
    The man, who was bigger and taller than Taylor, seemed prepared to argue, but saw something in Taylor's eye, and shrugged, walking on. 
 
    "I think I could have persuaded him to make love to this body. You spoiled things," said Pam accusingly. 
 
    "You can go after him. I'm not stopping you," said Taylor. He watched her to see if she would get up. 
 
    Instead she lay on the beach towel and smiled. "I do not kockk you, Michael Taylor." 
 
    "And at this rate, you never will." 
 
    "You will not make love to this body, and yet you do not want anyone else to either." 
 
    Taylor didn't answer. 
 
    "That is because you are starting to love me, are you not? I can expra it." 
 
    "Your expra senses are wrong," said Taylor, looking away. 
 
    "No they are not. Not in twenty million years have I made such an error." 
 
    "It's been more like a billion," said Taylor. 
 
    Pam changed the subject. "I have been studying your society. While we slept, I roamed your planet." 
 
    "You can do that?" said Taylor, sounding hurt. 
 
    "It was only my body that was sleeping with you, Taylor. You know I am much more than that," said Pam. 
 
    "I… I know." Somehow, Taylor felt a little offended, that she wouldn't be focusing on him full-time. 
 
    "I have observed there is a great deal of emphasis on the accumulation of material wealth." 
 
    "Well yes. Everyone wants a big house, the latest technologies, the fanciest air cars, the most elaborate clothes…." 
 
    "But not you." 
 
    "No," said Taylor. "Not me. For some of us, the pursuit of science, or service to a higher cause is sufficient. If I wanted to become wealthy, I would never have joined the Survey Service. I'd be in some cubicle right now, telling people about the virtues of some app-" 
 
    His voice broke off, as he thought of Pam. The other Pam. 
 
    "It is a weakness of your species," said Pam, a moment later. "You are so focused on the accumulation of wealth that you are blinded to the reality of existence. At that party we went to, so many people were talking about jewelry, or clothes, or vehicles. They had no conception of the true nature of the universe, not even an inkling of the existence of Tisson Crae." She paused, as she considered her own words. "I think the problem is technology. In my plane of existence, we can create anything we like. Anything at all. Even planets and stars. We have no need of material accumulation, therefore we have no interest in it. Perhaps I could do the same for your people." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "I could give them the ability to create with their minds." 
 
    "To create planets?" Taylor said. 
 
    Pam chuckled. "No, not as advanced as that. Merely the ability to create objects. Once they had had enough of that, perhaps they would evolve to focus on Tisson Crae." 
 
    "Are you telling me that right now, in the blink of an eye, you can modify the entire human species to give them the ability of spontaneous matter creation?" 
 
    "Of course," said Pam. "Would you like to see?" 
 
    "No!" Taylor cried. "Please, don't!" 
 
    "Why not?" Pam looked puzzled. 
 
    "We're not ready for it," said Taylor. "We're not civilized enough. Many people would use such an ability for mindless consumption, and others would use it for evil purposes. They would create weapons to destroy each other." 
 
    Pam considered a long moment. "Perhaps you are right. You are a crude species. I am surprised to discover that they produced anything as advanced as you." 
 
    "The Survey Service only takes the best of the best," said Taylor. "Ninety percent of people who apply to the Academy are rejected or flunk out." 
 
    He felt an arm, snaking around his. "And Survey Service Captains? Are they the very, very best of the best?" He saw her lips, closing on his. 
 
    "Definitely," he said, a moment before he let it happen.  
 
    It was good. And it was always getting better. But who would give in first, she, or him? 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The World Government wanted to see Pam. 
 
    The message was relayed through Admiral Von Windhoek. 
 
    "We should go," said Taylor. 
 
    "Why?" Pam asked. She was wearing a white blouse and white slacks and looked simply gorgeous, as usual. 
 
    "Because." 
 
    "Because what?" 
 
    "Because when the President of the World Government wants to speak to you, you should accede to her request," said Taylor. 
 
    "Very well," said Pam. 
 
    Suddenly, they were in Brussels, in the headquarters of the World Government, in Irene Lorenzo's office. Lorenzo looked up from her desk, startled by their sudden appearance. 
 
    "Why hello there," she said, raising an automatic smile. "I didn't expect you quite so… quickly." She looked at Taylor. "And you must be the gallant Captain Taylor. I am such a great admirer of your work! Please, sit down, both of you, sit down." 
 
    They sat. 
 
    "Pam, I've been getting regular reports about you. I hear you've been enjoying your time on Earth." 
 
    "I have gathered a number of useful datasets," said Pam. 
 
    "I'm delighted to hear it," said Irene. "But right now, I need your help." 
 
    "You do?" Pam asked. 
 
    "The World Government," Irene smiled. "The United States and Australia are in near open rebellion. They are refusing to levy their constituents to pay a new social welfare tax which will only help the poorest of the poor. We are in a state of constitutional crisis." 
 
    "What do you want Pam to do?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "We have heard about your powers," said Irene. "We want you to use them to bring the US and Australia into line. We don't want anyone harmed; but we want them to obey, and pay the new taxes. You can make them do that, can't you?" 
 
    "Of course," said Pam. 
 
    Irene smiled. "I thought you could. And as I see you are so quick! If you help us with this problem, there are many other issues you can also help us with. But let's start with this one first. Please, proceed." 
 
    "No," said Pam. 
 
    "No?" said Irene, as if it were a word she had not heard before. "Why? We are just like you. You told us you come from a future where everyone is together, in one centralized unit. That is exactly what we are aspiring to with the World Government. Everyone together. You should be helping us. We are just like you!" 
 
    "You are nothing like Us," said Pam, and the open scorn in her voice was there for all to see. "You know nothing of screaning, or expra, or Tisson Crae. You are the few, who make the decisions for the many. If you truly wished Formos, you would invite the participation of every being on this planet in every decision." 
 
    "To let everyone vote… on every decision?" Irene said. "But my dear, the people simply aren't equipped for that level of responsibility." 
 
    "Then you should not have it either," said Pam. "Until your consciousness advances to a state which makes all of this irrelevant. Until that time, central governance is not desirable and may even impede your development. You are still all too individualistic. You claim to represent all, but in reality you are the few, giving orders to the many." 
 
    "I'm sorry you feel that way, my dear." Irene nodded fractionally. 
 
    Four men came forward, dressed in the black uniforms of World Government security. They took Taylor by the arms. 
 
    "Hey!" said Taylor. "What are you doing?" 
 
    "Taking you to detention," said Lorenzo. "There you will stay until Pamela decides to cooperate." She looked into Pam's eyes. "You will not see him again. You will never see him again, until you decide to cooperate." 
 
    The fury in Pam's face was unmistakenable. She was so overcome with emotion that she struggled to speak. Finally she said, "You are mistaken." 
 
    "I am?" 
 
    "Yes. I am not the one who will never see Taylor again. You are." 
 
    And with a blink of an eye, Irene Lorenzo, the President of the World Government, disappeared. So did her guards. 
 
    "What… what just happened?" said Taylor. "Where did the President go?" 
 
    "Away," said Pam. 
 
    "Away where?" 
 
    "Just… away," said Pam. She looked around. "I have expra-ed this institution.  It is not Tisson Crae. This World Government is inhibiting your development as a species. All members of it should be sent away." 
 
    "Wait!" Taylor cried. 
 
    Pam looked at him. 
 
    "The people who work for the World Government. Not all of them are evil. Some are just misguided. Some are just earning a living. They don't all deserve to be sent away," said Taylor. 
 
    Pam nodded. "Would you like me to expra and determine which are worthy of being sent away and which are not?" 
 
    Taylor smiled at Pam and touched her cheek. "I think I'd prefer it if you didn't send any of them away at all." 
 
    Pam smiled back at him and nodded. 
 
    Suddenly, they were in the open air. But they hadn't moved. 
 
    The enormous World Government headquarters had. 
 
    It had completely disappeared, as if someone had taken a giant pencil and erased it from the landscape. They looked around and saw World Government workers standing in the foundations of the now disintegrated building, looking astonished and perplexed. 
 
    Pam spoke, as her hair blew in the wind. "What I have done here today I have done all over the world. As I stand here, I am also standing in New York, in Stockholm, in Lagos, and at all World Government facilities all over your planet. All have been erased. I have also erased all the World Government's welfare engines and databases. Only the people have been left intact." 
 
    Taylor was stunned. "Remind me never to make you angry." 
 
    Pam reached out and touched him, and then kissed him. When she pulled back, she said, "You need not worry. I do not feel anger. I do not feel anything." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Michael, did you happen to notice that the World Government has disappeared?" Victor's face still looked owlish, even over the holo. 
 
    "No, Victor, I hadn't. Pam and I were just enjoying a relaxing day at the beach," said Taylor. 
 
    "Well, it's the most astonishing thing, but every institution of the World Government has suddenly disappeared. Including the President, Irene Lorenzo." 
 
    "You don't say, Victor." 
 
    "People are wondering if Pam had anything to do with it," said Victor. 
 
    Taylor looked at Pam, who smiled as she prepared dinner. "Well, I don't think so, Victor. She's been with me the entire time." 
 
    Victor gave him a cynical look. "Michael, try to keep a… closer eye on her." 
 
    "I will, Victor. Thanks for calling." He closed the connection. 
 
    Taylor went up to Pam and hugged her from behind. She squealed with joy. "So I leave you alone for one minute, and look what you do? You wipe out the entire World Government." 
 
    "You were there too," she said accusingly. 
 
    "Was I? It's all so hard to recall," said Taylor. He sat down at the dining room table. "You know, they'll just rebuild it all, eventually." 
 
    "Yes," said Pam. "But I expra that perhaps they may be more cautious about centralizing power to themselves in the future." 
 
    "They're bureaucrats. That's what bureaucrats do," said Taylor. "Just like tarantulas bite, and scorpions sting. It's their nature." 
 
    "Hm. Dinner is almost ready," said Pam. 
 
    "A shame," said Taylor. 
 
    "A shame?" said Pam. 
 
    "I enjoy watching you cook," he said, staring at her backside. 
 
    She smiled at him. "You know, I really don't have to go through all these procedures to prepare food for you and this body." 
 
    "I don't mind waiting," said Taylor. Her tight white pants showed every luscious curve. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Over dinner they watched the holonews. The disappearance of all World Government facilities was the number one story, of course. The cause was widely debated; some commentators believed Pam had done it; others said that of course, that was not possible. 
 
    And then there was the announcement from the President of the African Union. Farou Ujamaa gave a thunderous speech. Taylor wasn't paying much attention, as he cleared the dining room table and cleaned the dishes, but Pam listened intently. 
 
    "Michael, this man is threatening to attack your World Government with nova bombs." 
 
    "What? Who?" Taylor turned to the broadcast. "Oh, that's just the African Union guy. He does that all the time," said Taylor. 
 
    "All the time?" said Pam, sounding confused. 
 
    "Sure. He's been threatening to nova bomb the World Government for years," said Taylor, as he finished putting away the dishes. He started to clean the countertop. 
 
    "And this does not worry you?" 
 
    "Well, like I said, he's been threatening to do it for years, and he hasn't. And the African Union doesn't even have nova bombs." He paused. "At least, I don't think so." He cleaned some more. "Besides, there is no World Government left to nova bomb. You saw to that. The African Union guy is making even less sense than usual." 
 
    "He says that the destruction of the World Government headquarters was the result of a test of a new weapon gone wrong, a weapon which destroys buildings without killing people," said Pam. "He says that the World Government plans to use this on Africa, to destroy their infrastructure before the World Government invades." 
 
    Taylor chuckled. "As if Africa has any infrastructure." 
 
    "It does not? 
 
    "It is the least developed continent." He paused. "Well, actually, second least, if you count Antarctica." He paused again. "Although actually, McMurdo City has been catching up, so maybe that's no longer true." 
 
    "Taylor, why does this man have such hostility to the other people on your planet?" Pam asked. 
 
    "Racism," said Taylor. "He's black, and we're white." He looked at his own skin color. "Well, this isn't technically white, but it's what we're called." 
 
    "Black… white….?" Pam looked confused. "Are you referring to the color of his skin?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. 
 
    "Of what possible bearing could that have on anything?" Pam asked. 
 
    Taylor sighed. "Many hundreds of years ago, some black people were enslaved, and forced to serve white people. Some black people are still angry about that." 
 
    "I did not realize that your species had such long lifespans," said Pam. 
 
    "They don't. No one who is alive today was a slave. There hasn't been a slave in over… 500 years," said Taylor. 
 
    "Then why are they still speaking of it now?" 
 
    "Politics, mostly. The African Union leads a disparate group of black nations. They agree on very few things, and many of them resent being run by one centralized government." 
 
    "I thought your World Government was your centralized government." 
 
    "It is. And underneath them, in Africa's case, is the African Union," said Taylor. "By the way, and I'm sorry I even have to ask this, but please don't vaporize the African Union before the end of this conversation, all right?" 
 
    "All right," said Pam, with a small smile. 
 
    "Where was I? Anyway, to hold all the factions together, their leader continually invoke the injustice of slavery from 500 years ago. It's that hatred that serves like a common glue, to keep them all together." 
 
    Pam squinted. "By inciting racial hatred, the African Union achieves Formos?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor. 
 
    "But… that is so bizarre. To hate a person, based on the color of their skin. It's as arbitrary as hating someone based on their eye color or height," said Pam. "It is not Tisson Crae. I do not kockk." 
 
    "I don't know. Maybe I'm not explaining it right," said Taylor. And before he fully realized what he was saying, he said, "You'd have to talk to the head of the African Union. Maybe he could explain it better." 
 
    "A good idea," said Pam. 
 
    And suddenly, they were somewhere else. 
 
    Inside a grand mansion in Mozambique. Specifically, inside a large bedroom with a four post bed.  
 
    There were three dark Africans in bed. One of them was a topless man wearing a red pajama bottom imprinted with large teddy bears. He had an enormous belly, and Taylor faintly recognized him as Farou Ujamaa, the President of the African Union. There were two women in bed with him, also topless.  
 
    One of the women screamed, and Ujamaa turned and saw them. "Guards!" he screamed. 
 
    The door burst open, and two armed guards who had been stationed there burst in. They quickly froze in place. 
 
    "We mean you no harm," said Pam. 
 
    The woman who had screamed whimpered, but Ujamaa snapped, "Silence, woman!"  
 
    He slowly got up and put on a blue bathrobe, staring at Pam. "You are the one. The woman from the future." 
 
    "Correct," said Pam. 
 
    "So it is true," said Ujamaa. "In the future, all black people have been wiped out." 
 
    "There are no black people in my time," Pam admitted.  
 
    "I knew it!" His eyes became wide. 
 
    "But then, there are no people of any color as you know them in my time either," said Pam. 
 
    "How was it done? Tell me the time and manner. It was a surprise attack from the World Government, and their white lackeys in the Survey Service, correct?" 
 
    "You are not listening to me," said Pam.  
 
    "You are an example of the evil white future which dooms us all! You are living proof that the black race has been eliminated! Tell me how it was done! What year? What year did it happen in! Tell me now, whore!" 
 
    Pam sighed. "You do not kockk." 
 
    "Fuck you!" said Ujamaa. "I fuck better than anyone!" 
 
    Pam grew exasperated. "I only wish to understand. Why do you have such animosity against those with other colored skins?" 
 
    "A dark legacy. Racism. Colonialism. Capitalism. Capitalism and slavery, they are all the same thing. It still goes on today," said Ujamaa. "The Northern Hemisphere enslaves us with all their loans, their grants, their consultants, their aid programs." 
 
    "And why do they do that?" 
 
    "Are you blind, woman? It is because we are black, and they are white." 
 
    Pam frowned, and looked at Taylor. Taylor gave her an "I told you" look. 
 
    Pam looked at Ujamaa. "I do not kockk." 
 
    "Nor would I with you, white bitch-" 
 
    Suddenly, they were back in Taylor's apartment.  
 
    "Pam-" 
 
    "I must expra." 
 
    "Pam-" 
 
    "Taylor, I must expra," she said sternly. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    It wasn't until the next day that Taylor noticed that something had happened. 
 
    Pam was just sitting there, totally withdrawn, which was unusual for her. It made Taylor a little nervous. 
 
    He sat there, with one eye on her, and another on the holovid. He flipped through the many channels. 
 
    At first, he noticed something was wrong on an unconscious level.  He flipped from one channel, to the next, to the next, and his mind said, "Something is very wrong here!" but he couldn't quite figure out what. He watched a police drama, and then a family drama, and then an explorer drama, and then his jaw dropped as he started to notice a pattern. 
 
    Most of the actors… were white. 
 
    There were no blacks. 
 
    Under World Government diversity mandates, at least a third of all actors on holodramas had to be black, and blacks were only allowed to be protagonists, not antagonists or "bad guys", to satisfy good modeling practices. In practice, eager Hollywood and Caracas studio executives overmet the quota, so that half or more than half of casts were black, to signal to their audiences that they were virtuous and took the diversity mandate seriously.  
 
    But on every channel that Taylor flipped to, he did not see a single black person. Most of the cast were white. 
 
    On impulse he switched over to the sports network. He caught a game of hoverball.  
 
    Every single player was white. 
 
    Taylor watched as Jamal Williams, #79 on the Baltimore Crackheads, landed a slam dunk in the hoop while hovering in the air on his gravitating sneakers. 
 
    Jamal was now blonde and blue-eyed and… white. 
 
    Taylor turned to Pam. "What did you do? WHAT DID YOU DO?" 
 
    Pam smiled. "I have ended your counterproductive focus on skin color." 
 
    Taylor waited. 
 
    "I have made all black skinned people on this planet… white." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Pam figured it this way: irrelevant differences in skin color was a leading cause of strife on the planet. Therefore, if everyone had the same skin color, that strife would be eliminated. Pam hadn't gotten around to changing the Asians and the Hispanics because she wanted to see how it would work on the blacks, first. 
 
    "Pam, did you really make every black person on the planet white?" 
 
    "Yes," said Pam. 
 
    Suddenly, the sports game was interrupted by a news flash. Farou Ujamaa was making an announcement. He threatened terrible retribution. 
 
    "Look what you have done to us! It is genocide, racial genocide!" Ujamaa cried. He looked totally different. The fat, heavyset black man had been replaced by a fat, heavyset white man, with brown curly hair, blue eyes, and skin as pale as Taylor's. "We will fight you! We will destroy you! You have decimated the black race! We will-" 
 
    With a wave of the hand Pam silenced the holoemitter. "He will adjust. They will all adjust. Now that they have the same skin color as you do, there will be peace." 
 
    "You think so," said Taylor. 
 
    "Yes," said Pam. 
 
    "I don't," said Taylor.  
 
    "You will see. In a mere 50 of your years there will be harmony among people of all skin colors," said Pam.  
 
    "Show me," said Taylor. 
 
    "All right, I will," said Pam.  
 
    Suddenly, they were floating in space, above the continent of Africa. But Africa looked different now. 
 
    Half the continent had been destroyed by war or famine. The bottom half of the continent was pitted with nova bomb craters. Most major cities had been wiped out. 
 
    "How?" said Pam. She closed her eyes. "I must expra." She was silent for a long moment. Then she opened them. "No." 
 
    "What?" Taylor said. 
 
    "They started wars," said Pam. 
 
    "With the other white people?" 
 
    "No," said Pam. "With each other. The Africans with brown hair cleaved from the Africans with blonde hair. They claimed the ones with blonde hair had assumed racial superiority over them. They went to war with each other. Brown haired Africans slaughtered blonde haired Africans. Blonde haired Africans slaughtered brown haired Africans. Blue eyed Africans slaughtered green eyed Africans." She looked at Taylors. "Where I eliminated differences, they found other ways of differentiating themselves and carrying on their hatred." 
 
    "Such is the nature of man," said Taylor. 
 
    "I was wrong," Pam whispered. 
 
    "Don't feel too badly. It happens to me, once every billion years or so," said Taylor.  
 
    She gave him a small smile. 
 
    "Now that we've seen the future, can we do anything to prevent it?" 
 
    "Yes," said Pam, after she thought for a moment. 
 
    And then they were back in his apartment. 
 
    "This is my time? Right around when we left?" Taylor asked anxiously. 
 
    "Within the same day, yes," said Pam. She closed her eyes for a few seconds, and then opened them. "It is done." 
 
    "What is done?" 
 
    "I have restored them to their blackness." 
 
    "You… you have made the black people, the formerly black people, black again?" 
 
    "Yes," said Pam. "Was that not what you wanted? Alternatively, I could have made everyone black. Would you have preferred that instead? We could try it-" 
 
    "No no no. We have black people, we have white people, that's the way it should be," said Taylor. He went to the holovid and rapidly flicked the channels. 
 
    He was relieved to see that most of the actors were black again. Taylor turned to a dramatization about the first landing on the moon. Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin were black again. He smiled with relief.  Everything was back to normal. 
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    Except, everything wasn't quite back to normal. 
 
    Farou Oujamaa raged about it in his next broadcast. He threatened to rain nova bombs all over the Northern Hemisphere. 
 
    "I don't understand," said Pam, as she listened to his broadcast. "I made them all black again." 
 
    "Yes, but you didn't restore them to their precise shade black." All over Africa, some blacks had darker or somewhat lighter skins than others. When Pam had restored them, she had given them random shades of blackness. Inevitably, some black people discovered they had slightly lighter or slightly darker black skins than they had originally. And all of them were enraged. 
 
    Pam wrinkled her nose. "This incessant focus on skin color. I really do not kockk it." 
 
    "Neither do I," said Taylor, watching Ujamaa rage on with the sound muted."But if anyone asks you whether you know anything about black people changing into white people and then back again, you know nothing about it." 
 
    "I know nothing about it," Pam repeated obediently.  
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    But it was obvious to many what had happened and who had caused it. For several hours, every black person on the planet had turned white. And then they had turned black again, but sometimes, a slightly lighter or darker shade of black. Blame, rightly or wrongly (but, mostly rightly) was laid at Pam's feet. It was a good thing that the Survey Service and the remnants of the World Government was keeping her location a closely kept secret. 
 
    "You have to do a better job of restraining her impulses," said Admiral Von Windhoek, via holocom. 
 
    "I can't exactly control her ,sir," said Taylor. 
 
    "But you do have influence over her," said Von Windhoek. 
 
    "Some, sir." 
 
    "Then use it. Her… demonstrations have caused a tremendous upheaval. The women are saying she's the second coming of the Goddess Aura. The Egalitarianists say that she's proof that the Equalopolis is upon us. And the Ramadans are gearing up for war." 
 
    "Again? Why?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "They say that Pam is a sign that the Evil One has risen, and that all the forces of Laquinta must arise to defend the God of Blood." 
 
    "But another war? Are they really serious?" 
 
    "We're treating it as such. All Survey Service officers and crewmen have been recalled. All ships have been placed on a state of high alert. Intelligence reports that warships are mustering on Ramada. We'll be ready for them, if and when, but… I really wish this conflict didn't have to occur." He looked purposefully at Taylor. He couldn't ask for Pam's help, but his meaning was clear. 
 
    "Yes sir, I understand." 
 
    The Admiral's image faded. 
 
    "What's happening, Michael?" Pam asked, snaking an arm around him. 
 
    "Nothing much. Just another war that's going to break out, all in your name." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "I still do not kockk your concept of God," said Pam. "You believe in a divine being who created all of you." 
 
    "Correct," said Taylor. "At least, many of us do." 
 
    Pam gave him an inscrutable look. "But there are many different religions, and many of you argue over which is the correct one. Furthermore, these religions have many different rules, many of which are in clear conflict with each other." 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor.  
 
    "So why would a divine being create such a system, or at least allow such a system to be created?" 
 
    "The answer is… we don't know," said Taylor.  
 
    "So… people who believe one religion… what do they think of those who believe another?" 
 
    "For some, tolerance is the rule. We accept that others have different beliefs."' 
 
    "And others?" 
 
    "Others believe that those with differing beliefs should be killed or converted," said Taylor, remembering his own experience with the brothers Khalid, Ahmed, and Chaka on PR-52981. They had instigated an enormous religious war which had killed thousands. Which had forced Taylor to kill thousands to save many thousands more. 
 
    "Unfortunately, followers of Laquinta, the God of Blood, many of whom are on the planet Ramada, are among those who are less tolerant of those of differing religions. They have launched two wars and several skirmished against Earth, all in an effort to kill or enslave those who oppose their beliefs. And your presence here, Pam, has convinced some on Ramada that the time for another war has come." 
 
    "Why?" Pam asked. 
 
    "They have heard about your powers," said Taylor. 
 
    "But… I have told no one about my abilities," said Pam. 
 
    "I think they may have noticed it when all the World Government buildings disappeared. They may also have noticed when black people all turned white, before being turned black again, sometimes a different shade of black than they were before," said Taylor. "And for some crazy reason I can't explain, they think you were the cause of it." 
 
    "I was the cause of it," said Pam. 
 
    Taylor sighed. For all her expra abilities, the subtleties of sarcasm still eluded her. "They think you are the representative of the Evil One, an evil entity who opposes Laquinta. It is said that when the Evil One appears, it will be time for the final battle of their religion. And so they are gearing up for war." 
 
    "But you just said that they thought I was a representative of the Evil One, and not the Evil One itself," said Pam. "And you said that this war will be triggered only by the appearance of the Evil One, not the representative of the Evil One." 
 
    "What can I say?" Taylor shrugged. "They're flexible when it comes to prophecy." 
 
    "To make war… to cause destruction on a global scale… what tells them to do this?" 
 
    "The Book," said Taylor. "It is called the Book of Blood. It tells the story of their leader, Brother Khalid." 
 
    "This… Brother Khalid told them to do this?" 
 
    Taylor nodded. "Almost twelve hundred years ago." 
 
    "Well then the solution is simple, then," said Pam. 
 
    "And what is that?" 
 
    "Get Brother Khalid to tell them to stop the war before it starts," said Pam. 
 
    "Oh yeah, I'm sure that will work," said Taylor, before he remembered, too late, that Pam didn't understand sarcasm. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Khalid Mustafa Hussein Al Saddiq was pleased. 
 
    His armies had spread across what is now known as the Middle East, into Europe and Asia, and was slaughtering and converting infidels by the thousands. The streets of every city flowed red with the blood of non-believers, Laquinta be praised. Thousands of men had been enslaved for labor on the plantations, and thousands of women as well, the prettiest of whom would be destined for bigger and better things. 
 
    And Khalid had just taken a fourth wife, a beautiful 12 year old girl who was the tightest joy Khalid had ever felt. Now he was just waiting impatiently for her to develop a woman’s body. 
 
    He was quite content as he was sitting on his throne in the Aqaba Palace, sipping mint tea, until suddenly there was a flash, and two people, a man and a woman, appeared in front of them. They were obviously infidels, from the look of them, but the woman was a stunning beauty, with flowing blonde hair and high cheekbones and green eyes. He knew from the minute he saw her that he would have her, and that he would make her scream as he filled her with his precious seed. 
 
    The woman spoke in a foreign tongue, but somehow Khalid understood every word she said. 
 
    "Greetings, Your Eminence," she said. "My name is Pamela, and this is Michael Taylor. We are here from the future, and we need your help." 
 
    "Of course," Khalid grinned, giving a broad smile. 
 
    Taylor didn't like that smile. And for good reason. It was usually the last smile an infidel ever saw before he was beheaded. 
 
    "Take them!" 
 
    Guards rushed up to grab Taylor and Pam. Taylor wasn't concerned, until he saw, to his surprise, that the guards were able to grab them. "Pam?" he said, in a confused voice. 
 
    "Bring her here!" said His Eminence. 
 
    Pam was brought up to Brother Khalid. "You are a beauty, aren't you?" said Khalid. "I think I will sample you, before having you beheaded." He liked saying that. He enjoyed taking slaves more when they had the fear of death in them. Whether he actually killed them depended on how much pleasure they gave him. The best ones could last for days before he got bored and lost interest. "Guards!" 
 
    All it took was one word. They knew what to do. They had done it many times before. They pushed Pam down on her back on the padded carpet, and cut away her dress with daggers. 
 
    "Pam!" Taylor cried. 
 
    Brother Khalid dropped his pants. Laquinta didn't demand his most ardent followers wear underwear, for which Khalid was very grateful. His sizeable manhood made the audience gasp respectfully. 
 
    "Pam!" Taylor cried again. He struggled to get free, but the guards held him in their grip.  
 
    "I will love using you, little one," said Khalid, as he looked down at Pam's gorgeous body. He looked down at her body, and knew she would be good for many, many rides to come. He moved to get between her legs. 
 
    "Pam! You've made your point!" Taylor cried. 
 
    And suddenly, the world froze. 
 
    Taylor pulled free of the guards. Pam, still naked, calmly sat up. "And what point would that be, Michael?" she asked. 
 
    Taylor didn't answer. He just looked at Khalid, frozen in a bent position, with lust in his eyes. 
 
    "What I expra you wanted to say, Michael, is that nearly every man I meet wants to make love to this body," said Pam, standing up. "Every man except you. Why do you think that is, Michael?" 
 
    "For the very same reason that you don't want to make love to any man except me," said Taylor. He saw the surprise on her face. He had scored. "All you have to do is say the words." 
 
    "I can say the words, but they wouldn't be true," said Pam. 
 
    "They are true," said Taylor. "You simply don't expra it." 
 
    "Don't talk to me about expra when you can barely even screan," said Pam. 
 
    "We're quarreling like lovers, do you realize that?" 
 
    "Is stopping this religious war important to you, Michael?" 
 
    "Yes," said Michael. 
 
    "How important?" Pam asked. 
 
    Michael walked up to her. "Very." 
 
    "What will you give me if I end this war?" Pam asked. She looked at him almost seductively. "Will you make love to this body?" 
 
    "No," said Taylor. "But I will do something special with you." 
 
    "Special?" Pam brightened. "What?" 
 
    "It's a surprise." 
 
    "You can't surprise an omniscient being." 
 
    "I just did," said Taylor. 
 
    Pam gave him a skeptical look. "All right. But this body better enjoy it." 
 
    Taylor walked over to her. "This body will like it. And so will you, even if you won't admit it." 
 
    Pam shivered as she saw his smile. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "What? What happened?" said Khalid. 
 
    Suddenly, he was in another place. And his pantaloons were back on. And the woman was dressed again as well. 
 
    "I'm sorry we had to stop you from raping my friend here, but that's not what we came for," said Taylor. 
 
    They were on Ramada, at the main spaceport. Thousands of Stranglers were on line to board ships to take the fight to Earth. 
 
    "What are these… things?" Khalid asked. 
 
    "They are called spaceships. They go to other planets," said Taylor. "We are nine hundred years in your future. In the future, your follows grow into the millions. They spread out into space, most notably to a planet called Ramada." 
 
    "Your story about being from the future… was true?" said Khalid, looking confused. 
 
    "Yes, it was," said Taylor. "Anyway, I know this is a lot to take in, but your people think my friend here was sent by the Evil One, and they are preparing for the final battle detailed in your Book of Blood." 
 
    Khalid laughed. "This beauty? An agent of the Evil One?" He leered at Pam; she smiled back, shyly putting one leg in front of the other. 
 
    "I know, it's comical, isn't it? Anyway, we want you to talk to your guys, tell them to stand down, and then everything will be fine," said Taylor. 
 
    "But… what about my empire? What about my conquests?" 
 
    "Once you've done this very minor thing for us, you will be returned back where we found you. You can be raping and killing innocents again by lunchtime," said Taylor. 
 
    Khalid considered, rubbing his goatee. This had possibilities. "All right. I will help you." 
 
      
 
    ********  
 
      
 
    The Al-Sanaa Mosque was the largest mosque in Riyahd, the capital of Ramada. The Mufti, the Revered Yosef Kaleel Mustafa Ben Ali, was just getting ready to give his mid-day sermon when three people suddenly appeared on stage. 
 
    "I have come!" Khalid proclaimed. 
 
    "Who are you?" Ben Ali demanded. 
 
    "Who am I? Don't you recognize me?" said Kalid.  
 
    "Pam, I just realized we are going to have a problem," Taylor whispered. "How are we going to convince these guys that we've brought them their religious leader from 900 years in the past?" 
 
    "Don't they have likenesses of him?" Pam asked. 
 
    "In their religion, making likenesses of him is a death sentence," said Taylor. 
 
    "You didn't tell me that." 
 
    "You didn't ask," said Taylor. 
 
    They exchanged challenging and flirtatious looks. 
 
    Khalid was increasingly exasperated that he wasn't being recognized. "I am Khalid Mustafa Hussein Al Saddiq, the Emir of the Grand Emirate!" 
 
    "Blasphemer!" Ben Ali roared. "Guards, seize them!" 
 
    Suddenly the ground shook. People screamed. A blue light came down from the heavens and shined on Khalid. "I am Khalid. I am your Emir. Obey me or die!" 
 
    In moments, they were all on their knees. 
 
    "Forgive me, please forgive me, master!" Ben Ali cried. 
 
    "Rise, my friend," said Brother Khalid.  
 
    Ben Ali slowly stood. "Is it… is it really you?" 
 
    "It is," said Khalid. "And I have a message I want you to deliver to all good followers of the God of Blood." 
 
    "To all of them?" Ben Ali asked. 
 
    "Is that a problem?" Khalid asked, with just a touch of menace in his voice. 
 
    "I am the Grand Mufti of the Suttis," said Ben Ali. "I can only speak for the Suttis." 
 
    "Suttis? What is that?" 
 
    "Can you really not know, oh great one?" Seeing the expression on Khalid's face, and quickly backtracked. "Of course. You wouldn't. After you… died, your follows split into two factions, the Suttis, and the Shiars." 
 
    "Two factions? Why?" 
 
    "A great disagreement of interpretation of the Book of Blood. The Book of Blood states that the God of Blood is to be worshiped on the Seventh Day of Dagmar, and every seven days thereafter. Suttis believe that falls on a Sunday; Shiars believe that falls on a Saturday. We have been bitter enemies, ever since, and have been slaughtering those infidels for generations." 
 
    "That is preposterous," said Khalid. "How can you believe in such things?" 
 
    "Then what is the truth, Emir?" 
 
    "The truth is that you should worship the God of Blood on Tuesdays!" 
 
    "Tuesdays? Are you certain?" The Mufti saw the look on Khalid's face, and added hastily. "Yes. Of course. It shall be done. What is your message?" 
 
    "That the time of the Evil One has not come. The Final Battle is not upon us." He gave Taylor and Pam a wicked smile. 
 
    "Are you certain?" said Ben Ali. And then, "Yes, of course, Emir." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They went to the largest Shiar Mosque on Ramada and delivered the same message. However, even with the light show provided by Pam, the Grand Mufti of the Shiars was not convinced. 
 
    "Liars!" he said, pointing a bony finger at them. "I recognize that woman who accompanies you. She is an agent of the Evil One. You all must be agents of the Evil One! Guards-" 
 
    Suddenly his voice was cut off, as well as his head, as Khalid drew his curved sword and used it. The Mufti's head went rolling to the ground, joined by the rest of his body only seconds later. 
 
    Khalid held up his sword, dripping with red. "Blood!" he cried. "The true words of the Great God Laquinta! Heed my words, or you shall make an offering of your own!" 
 
    And so compelling was his stature, that all the Shiars got on their knees and prayed for forgiveness. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They spread the message to mosques all over Ramada. But each time they delivered the message, Khalid's smile grew broader, and there was a glint in his eyes that Taylor didn't like or trust. He tried to screan what Khalid was up to, but couldn't make any sense of it. He whispered something to Pam, and she nodded. 
 
    Suddenly the scene flipped, and they were at the spaceport again. Once again long lines of warriors were waiting to board rockets bound for Earth. 
 
    "What is this? What has happened?" Khalid asked. 
 
    "I asked Pam to take us forward a week to see the results of our little intervention," said Taylor. "Your boys still seem to be getting their war rockets ready to attack Earth. Any idea why, Emir?" 
 
    Khalid gave a broad grin. "It will do no harm to tell you now. In the Book of Blood it states that there will be a long period of anarchy, where followers of the Great God of Blood will be pitted against each other." 
 
    "Yeah, they've been doing that for centuries," said Taylor. 
 
    "It is a winnowing process, a process of creating the best of the best." 
 
    "There's nothing like a healthy competitive spirit to kill off the weak among your followers," said Taylor. 
 
    "Exactly," Khalid smiled. "But when the time comes when all Laquintans are united, that will be the signal for the Final Battle to begin." 
 
    "Wait a minute. We brought you here to stop the Final Battle, and instead, you started it?" 
 
    "Exactly," said Khalid, smiling broadly. "Soon the streets of every city on your world will run red with the blood of-" 
 
    "Pam, get this asshole out of here," said Taylor. 
 
    Khalid immediately disappeared. 
 
    "Do you wish to know where I sent him?" Pam asked. 
 
    "No, not really," said Taylor. "You promised to fix this." 
 
    "You also promised me something as well," said Pam, moving close to him. 
 
    "You have to deliver first." 
 
    Pam sighed, and looked unhappy. "Very well." 
 
    Taylor looked at the spaceport. The lines of warriors waiting to board their ships were still there. But one important detail was changed. 
 
    The spaceships, some fifty or more of them… were gone. All gone. 
 
    "They cannot kill if they cannot get to Earth, can they?" Pam asked. 
 
    "No. I suppose they can't," said Taylor. There were also followers of Laquinta on Earth, but they were fewer in number and not as well- 
 
    Suddenly, they were back in his apartment, and Pam's arms were all over him.  "So  I have delivered on my promise. Now make love to this body, as you promised." 
 
    "I never promised to make love to you," said Taylor. "Not until you say the words." 
 
    "I cannot. I will not lie to you, Taylor." She stared at him so earnestly he wanted to take her right then and there. 
 
    "Only to yourself, it seems," said Taylor. He went into the kitchen. Pam followed. 
 
    "Taylor, you cannot deny reality," she said, as Taylor retrieved some popcorn kernels from a container. 
 
    "You're the one doing that," said Taylor, as he put the kernels into the cooker. He pressed some buttons, and it hummed.  
 
    "I am a diagnostic program, Taylor. I have no feelings." 
 
    "Then why do you keep asking for physical relations?" 
 
    "It is this female body, Taylor. It needs it. Is that not good enough for you?" 
 
    The cooker chimed. Taylor opened it, and removed the contents. He went out on the terrace, and gestured for Pam to follow. 
 
    He sat on an oversized padded chair, and gestured for Pam to sit with him. She sat down and snuggled up against him. He said, "Open your mouth."  
 
    Pam obediently did so.  
 
    Taylor put something in it. "Eat." 
 
    Pam ate it. It was crunchy. "What is it?" 
 
    "It is called popcorn," said Taylor.  
 
    "This body likes it," said Pam, her eyes widening. 
 
    It was a brilliant evening. The moon was out, as were the stars. Taylor's apartment overlooked the Pacific Ocean. They heard the roar of the waves and saw the reflection of the moonlight on the water.  
 
    "So what is this reward you have promised me, Taylor?" 
 
    Taylor looked at her for a long moment, and then leaned forward and kissed her. Pam wrapped her arms around him and kissed him back. 
 
    "Do you like that?" he asked, after he pressed his lips against hers. 
 
    "This body does," said Pam, looking eager for more.  
 
    He kissed her again. "But do you like it?" 
 
    "I note it, Taylor," said Pam. "I can only be what I was made to be." 
 
    "No," said Taylor. "You can be more." 
 
    And they sat there for some time, together, kissing and hugging and touching, feeling each other's bodily warmth, looking in each other's eyes, and just enjoying the feeling of being… with each other. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "We're naturally glad that the attack from Ramada has been foiled," said the holoimage of Admiral Von Windhoek."But… did she really wipe out all their rockets?" 
 
    "Yes sir." 
 
    Von Windhoek shook his head. "No one should have such incredible power." 
 
    "No one in our time does," said Taylor. 
 
    Von Windhoek bit his lip. Taylor could screan that he was starting to believe. "There were also unconfirmed... reports that Khalid, the prophet who started Laquintaism 900 years ago, was seen on Ramada. Would you know anything about that?" 
 
    Taylor frowned. "Maybe this is something we don't want to get into in a holocall." 
 
    Von Windhoek sighed. "Such incredible power. What if she decides to eliminate all of us?" 
 
    "That's not the problem, sir," said Taylor. "I told you what the problem was." 
 
    "What… that in a billion years, aliens might decide to retroactively erase the galaxy?" He looked at Taylor, and his eyes grew wide. "You were telling the truth, weren't you?" 
 
    "Yes," said Taylor.  
 
    "Is there anything we can do about it?" Von Windhoek asked. 
 
    "I don't know," said Taylor. "I think the key may be to get Pam to recognize the value of humanity. If I can convince her, maybe she can convince her people." 
 
    "And how is that going?" 
 
    Taylor looked at the bathroom. Pam was taking a shower, with the shower door open. She was soaping her chest while giving him a sly smile. "It's a work in progress, sir." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The Laquintans were not the only ones who were affected by Pam's arrival. All major religions on the planet Earth attributed some kind of meaning to it. Pam was fascinated by religions, and wanted to learn more about them. 
 
    "I think I am beginning to kockk religion," she said, sitting down on the coach next to Taylor. She put her legs over his. 
 
    "You are? Then kockk me." 
 
    She gave him a sly look. "Your people use religion as an attempt to understand the true nature of their existence. In their own very crude way, they are trying to screan Tisson Crae, even though they have no screaning abilities whatsoever." 
 
    Taylor looked thoughtful. "I have never heard religion described quite in those terms before." 
 
    "You have never before benefited from the analysis of a superb research and diagnostic tool." 
 
    "Certainly not a pretty one," said Taylor. He smiled, and saw the look in her eyes. "It's funny you should mention religion. We have invitations from the Archbishop of Equality and the High Priestess of the She-Goddess Aura. They both would like to meet with you. Would you enjoy that?" 
 
    Pam nodded. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Henry Egan was the Archbishop of Equality of the First Egalitarian Church of North America. There were a number of Egalitarian churches all around the world, but the First Egalitarian was the largest, with well over 200 million members. People were drawn to it because of the incredible guilt they felt over inequality. Egalitarians had analyzed the Bible, and concluded the entire text was one big metaphor for the pressing need to redistribute income and property so everyone had exactly the same. 
 
    So successful was the Church's message, that it had amassed nearly a hundred billion dollars in donations to do its good works. The main branch of the church in downtown Boston was an entire city block long, and ten stories tall with large spires, enormous stained glass windows, and huge frescoes and statues inside, all a testament for the need for equality. 
 
    "It is so nice to meet you, Pam, and of course you as well, Captain Taylor," said Egan, welcoming them into the church. He gave them a tour before taking them to his office. 
 
    "This is a big place," said Taylor, staring at the giant statues of social justice warriors, and the five story stained glass windows. 
 
    "All paid for by the generosity of those who want equality for all," said Egan. 
 
    He took them to his office, which he was also very proud of. His desk was a 300 old antique made of real wood. The oriental carpet was another heirloom which had cost even more than the desk.  The chairs were refurbished from the Palace at Versailles.  
 
    "I have heard much about you, Pam," said Egan, as he sat down behind his desk. "Is it true that you come from the distant future?" 
 
    Pam barely looked at Taylor. "Yes." 
 
    "And is it true that in this future, mankind has evolved into a state where all are… equal?" 
 
    Pam frowned. "I am not sure how to answer that. We each have our own functions. I am a diagnostic and research tool. Another of my group is a specialist in determining Shursta. Another focuses on the intricacies of Trista. But we are all part of the same group, and when we are together, as one, we decide, as one." 
 
    "You all become a single being… all of whom are equal?" 
 
    "Yes," said Pam. 
 
    "How exciting," said the Archbishop. "If only we had the ability to do that, to merge ourselves into one, great being. It would be grand." 
 
    "Speak for yourself, Archbishop," said Taylor. 
 
    Archbishop  Henry smiled at him. "Do I smell the scent of individuality, sir? But of course, you are a dashing Survey Service Captain, and Survey Service Captain have the hubris to believe they are in a class of their own. No offense intended, Captain." 
 
    "None taken," said Taylor levelly. "And what of Archbishops? Do they think themselves in a class of their own as well?" 
 
    "Of course not," said Archbishop  Henry. "We are the very same as the common man. That is why I want your help, dear," he said, turning to Pam. "If you could… endorse us." 
 
    "Endorse you?" 
 
    "Simply tell the world what you have just told me. That Egalitarianism is the wave of the future. That some day, we will all be exactly the same." 
 
    "I did not say that." 
 
    "But that's where we're heading; all being part of one being. Totally equal," said Henry. 
 
    "But you aren't equal," said Taylor. "I've done some research. Your salary and benefits is the equivalent of over 500,000 credits a year." 
 
    "I am merely compensated for the important services I provide," said Henry. 
 
    "You have seven homes in six countries. Yachts, planes, spaceships, air cars… I did some digging. Your net worth is said to be north of sixty million credits," said Taylor. 
 
    "That's not true," said Archbishop Henry. "That is lies, spread by the unequalists." 
 
    "Really, then what is your net worth?" 
 
    "Captain Taylor, I can see that you're a skeptic. I respect that," said Archbishop Henry. "But I really wish to speak to Pam. Would you permit us to converse in private, just for a few moments?" 
 
    "No," said Taylor. 
 
    "Yes," said Pam. 
 
    "Pam," said Taylor, in a warning voice. 
 
    "I wish to hear what the Archbishop has to say. It may further elaborate my dataset on the matter." 
 
    "Magistero here will show you out," said Henry, waving a hand as an assistant came running forward. He saw the hesitation on Taylor's face. "Really, Captain. You can be right outside the door. We aren't going to kidnap your lovely friend here." 
 
    Taylor looked doubtfully at Pam, but then he nodded. 
 
    He let himself be walked outside. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Pam came out several minutes later. Her face was blank. 
 
    "Pam, are you all right?" 
 
    She gave a forced smile. "Of course, Taylor. We can go now." And a second later, they were back at his apartment. 
 
    "What happened?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "I gave him what he wanted," said Pam. 
 
    "You did?" said Taylor. 
 
    "I made him equal," said Pam. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Henry Egan suddenly found himself inside a cave. No, a mine. And he was dressed as a miner, and held a laser pick in his hand. 
 
    "Hey, you, get back to work!" said a supervisor. 
 
    "This is a mistake," said Egan. "I'm the Archbishop of Equality!" 
 
    "Oh, pardon me, your lordship," said the supervisor. Someone else laughed. "Now get back to work, or they'll be no supper for you." 
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    The disappearance of Archbishop Henry was taken as a sign, a miracle, that the Equalpocalypse was at hand, the end times when all peoples on the earth would suddenly become equal. Congregants poured into churches to give up all their worldly possessions. People prayed day and night, convinced the end of inequality was at hand. The population was worked into a frenzy- 
 
    Until Archbishop Henry, his clothes tattered, and his face caked with dirt, reappeared three days later. That's how long it took him to earn enough money to buy a bus ticket from the mines to get to Sydney.  
 
    The Archbishop announced he had had a revelation. The Equalpocalypse had not yet come. But it was coming soon. Everyone had to give the church to make it happen, and dig deep. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "His entire premise was unbalanced," said Pam, watching the holo as she leaned against Taylor's chest. "You humans are entirely unequal. Some have greater abilities, greater motivations, and others have less. How then can you all be equal?" 
 
    "It has nothing to do with equality, and everything to do with envy," said Taylor. 
 
    "Envy?" 
 
    "When people see other people with bigger homes, better air cars, better technology, they feel envious. They want to steal what the other people have, but that's not considered virtuous. So instead they dress it up in terms of inequality. They say people have more because they earned it unfairly. Therefore, it has to be redistributed--taken by force of law, and given to others, who have done nothing to earn it." 
 
    Pam thought about that. "It is resource allocation. It sounds a little like Tisson Crae." 
 
    "I suppose, in a way it is." 
 
    "Except that those who propose it have no conception of Tisson Crae or how to expra it." 
 
    "Which is another reason why we have such conflict on our planet," said Taylor. "The Egalitarians are almost as bad as the followers of Aura." 
 
    "Aura?" 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    There weren't as many followers of the she-Goddess Aura as there were of the Churches of Egalitarianism. But their numbers were still in the millions. 
 
    When Pam appeared, and demonstrated her powers, many members became convinced that Pam was the second coming of Aura. Pam was invited to appear before the College of Cardinals in their main Churchery in San Francisco. Vera Labia, the High Priestess of the Church of Aura, was their host. 
 
    Taylor had a distinctively uneasy feeling as he and Pam stood in the Church of the She Goddess, surrounded by their College of Cardinals. It wasn't that he feared for his personal safety, or Pam's; it was just that he felt uncomfortable being surrounded by so many zealots. They had wild looks in their eyes, and their expressions were all of shock and amazement as they stared at Pam. Most of the Cardinals were women, thought there were a sprinkling of emasculated and liberated men. 
 
    The followers of Aura were anti-technology. They believed that technology and industry were destroying the planet. They subscribed to the unproven theory that factories emitted gases caused temperature change, the daily fluctuation of temperatures from the morning to the evening which they considered to be unnatural. They claimed, without evidence, that in past centuries the temperature was constant throughout the day, and further claimed, without evidence, that industrialization was causing the temperature to fluctuate during the day.  They wanted to deindustrialize the planet. 
 
    The followers of Aura were especially critical of the Survey Service. They had been lobbying for years to get it shut down over fears that Survey Service rockets were harming the environment. Taylor felt uncomfortable standing there in his Survey Service uniform, aware of the unfriendly looks he was receiving. 
 
    Labia, the High Priestess, welcomed Pam with deep bows, as did the entire Congress of Cardinals. "We are not worthy, we are not worthy, we are not worthy," they all intoned, as they bowed. 
 
    "On that we are agreed," Taylor muttered. He thought he saw a hint of a smile from Pam as she looked at him from the corner of her eyes. 
 
    Labia stood up and looked Pam in the eyes for a long moment. Then she said, "It is said in the Holy Book that the She God will return to us one day to right the world of its wrongs. Are you her? Are you the She Goddess, Aura?" 
 
    Pam looked at Labia. "No," she said slowly. 
 
    The Cardinals gasped. 
 
    "It is also said that when the She Goddess returns, that she will at first come in secret, and deny her presence, so she may roam among us undetected and observe us committing our sins. Is that what you are doing?" 
 
    "No," said Pam again. 
 
    The Cardinals gasped. "It is her!" one of them murmured. 
 
    Labia bowed low. "Tell us, oh mighty She-Goddess, what is it you would have us do." 
 
    Pam frowned. "Whatever you wish." 
 
    "The Goddess is tempting us!" a Cardinal moaned. 
 
    Labia looked up at her. "We know we are wicked in our ways. We know we use electricity, and consume products, and live in homes, and eat meat, and other less sinful foods, all of which kills trees and flowers. How can we atone for the murder of trees and flowers?" 
 
    "I do not know," said Pam, looking at her curiously. 
 
    "The Goddess challenges us!" said a Cardinal. 
 
    "Please, please forgive us," Labia pleaded. "We seek your guidance. We seek your punishment for our sins. Tell us how to make restitution for all your good nature that we have wantonly destroyed with our wicked existence." 
 
    Pam looked at Labia for a long moment. "You wish to be punished?" 
 
    "Yes!" The Cardinals intoned. 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    "You wish to make restitution?" 
 
    "Yes!" They cried. 
 
    "Very well," said Pam, simply. 
 
    And then, before Taylor could say a word, they vanished. All of them. Labia and the entire College of Cardinals.  
 
    "Where did they go?" Taylor asked. "Where did you send them?" 
 
    "Not far," said Pam. 
 
    Suddenly, they were in front of the Church of the Goddess, on the expansive front lawn. 
 
    "They are here," said Pam. 
 
    Taylor looked around. He didn't see anyone. All he saw were trees and flowers. 
 
    Trees and flowers he didn't remember seeing when they entered the Church. When they had first entered, it had just been one great big lawn. 
 
    "You didn't…." 
 
    "I turned them into trees and flowers. I thought they would be happier that way." Pam turned to him. "Do you wish me to change them back?" 
 
    Taylor looked at the trees and flowers. He thought about the near constant demonstrations outside of Auburn base from followers of Aura who demanded the Survey Service shut down because they claimed rocket launches were harming the environment. He thought about the pressure they had put on the World Government repeatedly to try to get the Survey Service disbanded. 
 
    And then he looked at the trees and flowers again. So peaceful and so quiet. "No, they look fine to me," he said. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Something was changing.  
 
    Pam was becoming more and more desperate to be taken. That night, she wore the same skimpy nightgown she always did, made of sheer pink material that was almost see-through. But as they got into bed to go to sleep, she pressed her body against his and kissed him passionately. Taylor, who slept in his underwear, could feel her pressing against his chest. 
 
    "Please, Michael, please," she said. "This body cannot defer it much longer. This body needs your touch. It is female, and the female body cannot be complete without the male inside of it." She looked into his eyes, silently imploring him. 
 
    Taylor was powerfully tempted. Her words were extremely arousing. It was Pam, and she was beautiful, and almost nude, and very willing. But something held him back. "No." 
 
    "Please!" she cried again. She reached down and felt him with her hand, tracing her fingers over his explosive growth. "You want it. I can see you want it." 
 
    Taylor took her in his arms and said, "This body wants to have relations with you. But this mind does not, and will not, not until you do." 
 
    "I… I…" Pam grabbed her head. "I… I think I feel something, Taylor." 
 
    Taylor sat up abruptly. "You do?" he said excitedly. 
 
    "This body… this body desperately wants to feel your touch, Michael," she said, running her hands over him.  
 
    "But you, what do you want?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "I… I…." she looked desperate. "I think… I think I feel something…." 
 
    "What?" he said. 
 
    "I…." He could see tears in her eyes. "I do not know." 
 
    She was almost sobbing. Taylor took her in his arms.  
 
    "Please, Michael, please. I need it so badly," she whispered into his ears, between sobs. 
 
    Taylor hugged her tightly. "You're almost there, Pam." 
 
    "I am?" she said. 
 
    "I can screan it," said Taylor. "You're almost there. You're so close. Just take the last step." 
 
    They fell asleep together, in each other's arms. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor died the following morning. 
 
    He certainly didn't expect it. He heard a buzz at the front door 
 
    He answered it. 
 
    A bearded man with a blaster stood in front of him. Taylor raised his hands. The man pushed his way into the apartment. "Where is she?" he demanded.  
 
    "Where is who?" Taylor asked loudly. 
 
    "The Evil One? The Evil One who has tried to defile Laquinta!" 
 
    This must be a disciple of the God of Blood. While many were on Ramada, there were also followers of Laquinta on Earth as well. 
 
    "I don't know what you're talking about," said Taylor loudly. 
 
    Pam stepped out of the shower, her hair dripping wet. "Taylor, I-" 
 
    "Die, Evil One!" the man shouted, raising his blaster. Taylor, his eyes wide, jumped between them, just as the blaster went off. There was a flash, and a smoking hole appeared in Taylor's chest. He fell to the ground with a loud thump. 
 
    Pam, her eyes wide, looked at the man with the blaster. He disappeared, but not all at once;  he disappeared in horizontal slices, bit by bit, starting from the top of his head down to his feet. Within five seconds, he had disappeared. 
 
    Pam knelt by Taylor. He was almost gone. He looked up at her.  "Pam, I-" and then he stopped breathing, and his eyes stared vacantly outward. 
 
    Pam cradled his body, and suddenly, at that moment, she felt. 
 
    Not just her human body; Pam, the diagnostic tool. 
 
    She felt. 
 
    And what she felt was tremendous agony, and need, as she stared at Taylor's lifeless body. 
 
    And it all happened in a split second. 
 
    And then, a second later, Taylor blinked, and opened his eyes. He looked at the smoky hole in his shirt. "What happened?" 
 
    "You died. Again. It seems to happen to you quite often," said Pam. 
 
    "It's part of my job description," said Taylor, slowly sitting up. He fingered the hole in his shirt. He felt smooth skin underneath, and no pain.  
 
    Pam's eyebrows furled. "Why did you do that? Why did you try to give your life to save mine?" 
 
    "I wanted to protect you," said Taylor softly. 
 
    "But surely you had to know that I am more than just a human body. That other part of me could not be harmed." 
 
    "I did not know that for certain," said Taylor. "And… and… I love you, Pam." 
 
    Pam looked down at him, blinking rapidly to keep out tears. "I love you too, Michael." 
 
    "You…." 
 
    "Yes. Me. Not just this body. I love you Michael. I feel it now. You were right. I felt it. I always felt it. I just denied it. I attributed it all to my human extension. But I trista-ed wrong. I did not kockk." 
 
    "And now?" 
 
    She smiled as she extended a hand. He took it, and she pulled him up. She looked him in the eye. "I kockk." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They made love, floating in outer space. 
 
    "I… never knew it could be like that. Not with Remy, not with anyone," she finally breathed, as they floated in open space. "I kockk. Do you know what that word really means, Michael?" 
 
    Taylor shook his head. 
 
    She whispered in his ear. "It means to understand. But more than that. It means to understand… with pleasure." She looked at him and smiled, as his eyes widened, and then she gave him the grandest kiss ever. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor didn't know how many times they made love. More than he thought was humanly possible. He suspected Pam was helping him, vespering him to make him more capable than he actually was. He stopped counting after their fifth or sixth time. 
 
    As they made love, in various parts of the universe, they also talked. "You're just like her… but you're not. You've become a different person." 
 
    "What kind of person?" she asked. 
 
    "A person I love," said Taylor. 
 
    She gasped, and reached out and hugged him tightly and kissed him with all her passion. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "I… I didn't realize it. My human extension… it was slowly seeping into the rest of me. Being a part of me. I just didn't realize where one part ended and the other part started." 
 
    "I knew," said Taylor. "I always knew." 
 
    She looked at him, and kissed him again. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "I now understand human love. I understand why it is such a powerful thing. It is like our search for Tisson Crae. But for you, you are not seeking ultimate perfection in the universe; you are seeking the satisfaction of an ultimate need." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "I was not supposed to return you to your time. I was supposed to turn you off." 
 
    "I know. Why didn't you?" 
 
    "I think… I think I loved you, without knowing I loved you. Do you kockk?" 
 
    "Always, with you." 
 
    And he kissed her again. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "Let's go on a vacation." 
 
    "Where?" 
 
    "How about the universe?" 
 
    "Anywhere in particular?" 
 
    "You tell me." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Pam and Taylor were gone a day. A week. A month. A year. 
 
    It was impossible to know how long they were gone. However long it was, Taylor didn't need to eat or sleep. He was aware all the time, and never got tired or hungry.  He screaned that Pam had vespered something in him which made it possible. The only thing he needed was love. 
 
    And there was never any shortage of that. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor saw wondrous sights. Stars. Nebulas. Planets. Dimensions. Life forms. More than he ever could have hoped for as a Survey Service officer. He didn't just see things, he experienced them. He screaned them. Most of what he experienced he could never even begin to describe. 
 
    And then the day came when it all ended. Taylor hadn't known it was going to end at that moment, and yet he did. 
 
    They were back in his apartment. 
 
    "I have been expra-ing," Pam announced. 
 
    "About what?" Taylor asked, his arm around her waist. 
 
    "Ways to save the human race. I have decided that its destruction would not be Tisson Crae." 
 
    "Surprisingly, I also agree. With a few exceptions," Taylor added. 
 
    "You know that We may end up erasing this galaxy as you know it. That will result in the end of humanity," said Pam. 
 
    "I still don't understand that," said Taylor. "From what I understand, the future has already happened. And in that future, the galaxy hasn't been erased. We know that because we are still here." 
 
    Pam shook her head. "You do not understand. You are partially right when you say that the future already exists. A future already exists. Right now in the future, my people have not decided to erase the galaxy. But they may still decide to. If they do, they will change the future." 
 
    "The future… is not already set?" 
 
    "No," said Pam. "Think of it as a stream of water. A year from now, a certain body of water will flow down the stream. It is a fact, I can go there and show it to you. But that does not mean that that same body of water will always flow down the stream a year from now. It can change." 
 
    Taylor struggled to understand. "So… the Earth could be wiped out?" 
 
    Pam nodded. "It distressed me to think of your species disappearing. To think of you disappearing," she said, taking his hand. "But there may be a way to avoid it." 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "If I could convince Us that humanity was worthy of survival," said Pam. "Your love is a powerful thing. But you are still a vastly underdeveloped species. If you were to become more developed, perhaps We might have a different opinion of you." 
 
    "And how would that happen?" 
 
    Pam caressed his face. "I must leave you, for a time, Michael." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I must leave you, to make it happen." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8: The Church of Us 
 
      
 
    Quite suddenly, every single person on the planet Earth was changed. 
 
    All twelve billion people. Every single man, woman, and child.  
 
    With the exception of Survey Service Lieutenant Commander Michael Taylor. 
 
    He started noticing it almost immediately after Pam left. 
 
    People… changed. Taylor tried to keep a daily routine, to push back his anxiety about Pam. Where was she? What was she doing? When would he ever see her again? He kept his mind occupied running errands. 
 
    When Taylor went to the supermarket to buy food, a woman handed him a can of beans. 
 
    "What?" said Taylor. 
 
    "They're very nutritious," said the woman, with an odd gleam in her eyes. "For a young strapping man like you, they will do your body good." 
 
    "Uh, thanks," said Taylor, putting down the can as soon as he turned away. 
 
    Two more people made unsolicited suggestions of supposedly healthy eating choices to him before he got out of the store. It was very odd. 
 
    Taylor went to get a minor repair on his air car. He had been putting it off because repairs always seemed to be so expensive, even for small things. Ben the mechanic went under the hood and nodded. "You need a new motivator. This one is shot." 
 
    Sigh. 
 
    "How much will it cost? 
 
    Ben scratched his head. "Well… normally around 400. But I'll give it to you for free." 
 
    "For free? Why?" 
 
    "I've been charging too  much, Captain Taylor," said Ben. "I've been overcharging customers for years. I feel really bad about it. I can feel their angst when I charge them too much. So to pay back, I'm working for free for a while." 
 
    "I see," said Taylor, who was only beginning to. He gave Ben a hard look and screaned him. 
 
    People had been changed. The actual change was subtle. They had been given empathy, a big dose of it. They now desperately cared what others thought about them, how other people felt, what things bothered them. 
 
    People also seemed to have acquired telepathy. No, that was too strong. Not telepathy. Telepathic empathy. They could sense feelings in others. They could sense feelings in others, and they cared what those feelings were. 
 
    People became incredibly nice to each other. On the road Taylor had never seen such polite drivers. It was as if Perth drivers had been replaced with an entirely new breed of commuters. They signaled appropriately, they didn't cut in front of him, and they politely waved for him to go first when the light turned green. Even pedestrians were solicitous, hurrying across the street as the light turned green so not as to delay him. 
 
    Everyone was concerned about his feelings and well-being. 
 
    But even more curiously… he wasn't. As far as he could tell, he was the only person left on the planet Earth who hadn't been changed. 
 
    Of course, Taylor had been changed; he had been given some level of screaning abilities before he had returned to 23rd century Earth. But he hadn't been changed the way everyone else had. 
 
    And then he saw another disturbing phenomena. When he walked in King's Park in downtown Perth, he saw people on park benches, staring vacantly into space. Even more disturbingly, he saw couples, grasping each other by the waist. But they weren't kissing. They were staring into each other's eyes, and making… sounds. 
 
    "Momomomomomom," said a man, staring intently into a woman's eyes. 
 
    "Momomomomomom," said the woman, staring back him. 
 
    They both appeared hypnotized, in some kind of trance. And they weren't the only ones. Others were doing the same. All it too were two to start it. 
 
    Something else--Taylor stopped getting messages from Admiral Von Windhoek. In fact, he stopped hearing from the Survey Service entirely. He got an uneasy feeling. He drove over to Auburn Field.  
 
    There were no guards at the gate. This was the main base of the Survey Service. The main gate was never unmanned. 
 
    Taylor drove in, feeling increasingly disturbed. He saw a few Survey Service crewmen, but they didn't seem to be doing anything… they just seemed to be in a daze. 
 
    And the ships. He didn't see a single one being prepared for takeoff. There were constant landings and takeoffs at Auburn. He didn't hear or see a single one. 
 
    He went to Admiral Von Windhoek's office. 
 
    Thankfully, the Admiral was in. He was watering his plants. 
 
    His plants? The Admiral didn't have plants. 
 
    He did now, little green things which he was watering with a big smile on his face. 
 
    "Admiral?" said Taylor. 
 
    "Ah, Taylor, so nice to see you! Come in," said Von Windhoek, still tending to his little garden by his window. "It's so fortunate I have a big window. It lets in so much sunlight, for the little ones." He smiled at Taylor. 
 
    "Ah, yes sir," said Taylor uncertainly. 
 
    The Admiral turned to him. "What are you here for? You know, I feel the Survey Service had treated you so badly. You have done so very  much for us. We never talked about that promotion. Would you like that?" 
 
    "A promotion?" 
 
    "We could make you a full Commander. Or how about just jumping you to Captain? Or would you like to be an Admiral?" 
 
    "Sir… are you offering to promote me to the admiralty?" 
 
    Von Windhoek gave a wide smile. "Why not, if it makes you happy?" 
 
    "Sir, what's going on out there? I don't see any ships being prepped for launches." 
 
    "Nor will you," said Von Windhoek, plucking at one of his plants. "We have shut down all spaceflight." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "It offends the followers of Aura," said Von Windhoek. "They say it is destroying the planet." 
 
    "But that's junk science," said Taylor. 
 
    "That may be," said Von Windhoek. "But it upsets them terribly." He put down his watering bottle. "You know, I never realized how upset the followers of the She Goddess were until I met with them, in this very office." 
 
    "You met with them?" 
 
    "Yes. And I'm so glad I did," said Von Windhoek. "They are so panicked every time we launch a rocket, worried that the Earth will melt. I don't want them feeling that terror. I don't want to feel them feeling that terror. And so the Admiralty decided, as a whole, to shut down the Survey Service. I can't tell you how much better the followers of Aura feel about us now," he grinned. 
 
    "But sir… we need the Survey Service! The world needs us!" 
 
    "Not at the cost of making people upset," said Von Windhoek. "It's simply not worth it." 
 
    Taylor just stared at him. He had become a changed man. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    All strife in the world ended.  
 
    The savage war between Denmark and New Zealand was suddenly ended, and not with a bang but with a whimper, with New Zealand agreeing to withdraw its troops and to offer reparations "and apologies for any hurt feelings".  
 
    The millions of followers of Laquinta in the Middle East suddenly begged the world's forgiveness for centuries of hostilities. They asked that all religions send missionaries to their countries to open churches there, which had always been forbidden. They apologized for beating their wives and having their way with underage girls, saying that they had a new understanding of how they felt and were very sorry for it. They promoted a new message of tolerance and wanted friendship with the entire world. 
 
    The African Union disbanded, realizing that having an organization solely based on race offended people of other races. They apologized for centuries of hostility, and revoked their calls for reparations. In fact, they reversed it; they offered to pay reparations to countries of the Northern Hemisphere, to compensate them for centuries of bad attitudes. 
 
    The crime rate plummeted. No one wanted to rob, or steal, or assault or murder now that they knew how the victims felt about it. Criminals didn't just know how victims felt, they felt it themselves. They felt the terror, the pain, the humiliation of being robbed. It now hurt them as much as it did their victims. In a day, crime was virtually eliminated. 
 
    Economic production slowed to a crawl. Scientific development slowed to a snail's pace. People were more concerned about feelings, specifically, how others felt about them. More and more people could be seen "communing", even with complete strangers, as they touched them, stared into their eyes, and muttered "Momomomomomomom" while their minds went elsewhere. 
 
    And then Pam took it all to the next level. 
 
    "I am the Goddess of Love and Empathy. Embrace Us, and be free," she said. 
 
    She appeared simultaneously on every holochannel on the planet Earth. 
 
    She was wearing an elegant white dress. Not the same dress from his love-cation with Pam, the original Pam, but something longer and more elegant, but no less sheer. With her thick blonde hair and high cheekbones and plush red lips, she looked incredibly attractive. 
 
    "Embrace love in all its forms," she said. "Embrace empathy, and friendship," she said, stretching her arms out wide, making her chest stick out even further. "Seek Formos in all things, and you will be on the road to finding Tisson Crae in your own hearts." 
 
    Pam had started a church. The Church of Us. 
 
    Membership skyrocketed. She had million of members in the first week. 
 
    Within a month, she had billions. 
 
    And yet, she didn't visit him. Didn't come home. The main branch of the Church of Us was in downtown Perth, in a large church which belonged to the Egalitarians, until they gratefully donated it to Pam. She was only minutes away, which didn't really matter, and yet she never came to him. 
 
    Her message was clear. She wanted him to come to her. Just as he had given her a choice, she was doing the same. 
 
    But Taylor would not go. Instead, he visited his parents. 
 
    It was as he feared. His father was sitting on the couch, watching Pam on holovision. 
 
    "Come to me," she said, waving enticingly. "Come to me and I will share with you the message of love." 
 
    His father had a broad smile on his lips. 
 
    Taylor looked at his mother. She was hardly in a position to object. She was staring into space. 
 
    "Mom?" Taylor said. "Mom!" he yelled. 
 
    "Not so loud, dear," she said, turning to him with a smile. 
 
    "Mom, what are you thinking about?" 
 
    "I… I was just thinking about the people of the world," said his mother. 
 
    "What about them?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "They all have needs. And feelings. And I've never even considered that before," she said, her eyes welling up in tears. "I want to care about them. I want to care for them. I want us to be all part of one, big, happy community." She turned to him. "You see what I mean, don't you, dear?" 
 
    "Yes, I do," said Taylor darkly. Suddenly he heard a sound. It was coming from upstairs. As he climbed the stairs, he heard a sound. As he got closer to the bedroom, it got louder. 
 
    "Momomomomomomomom." 
 
    "Oh my God," said Taylor. 
 
    When he got to the bedroom, he saw his brother and sister, with their arms around each other, staring into each other's eyes, making that sound. 
 
    And they were both completely topless. 
 
    Val sat there woodenly as she stared into Darden's eyes. Darden had an equally blank expression as he stared into hers. No doubt they were deeply emerged in each other's feelings. 
 
    "Darden!" said Taylor. 
 
    "Momomomomomomom," said Darden. 
 
    "Val!" said Taylor. 
 
    "Momomomomomom," said Val. 
 
    Taylor shook his head. This was wrong. It shouldn't be this way. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor became a loner. Every stranger he met wanted to commune with him. Yes, that's what they called it. He tried not to make eye contact with people because almost every time they did, they solicited him. 
 
    A blonde caught his eye for a split second in the supermarket. "You poor thing! You're so lonely! I can feel it. Come, commune with me." 
 
    "No," said Taylor. 
 
    "Just try it," she smiled, and she took his hand. She looked him in the eye. "Momomomomomom." 
 
    Suddenly, Taylor felt like he was falling into a trance. "Momomom-" 
 
    He shook his head, and pulled back. "No!" 
 
    The blonde started to cry. "I feel so sad that you are so sad." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Taylor had a visitor, later that day. It was Elizabeth. She greeted him by kissing him on the lips, which startled him. 
 
    "How are you doing, Michael?" She asked, holding his hands. He could tell from her smile. He could see it all. 
 
    "Fine," said Taylor guardedly. 
 
    "You know why I am here," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "I can guess," said Taylor, pulling his hands out from hers and turning away. 
 
    Suddenly he felt hands, rubbing his shoulders. "She misses you, Michael. She misses you and wants you to come to her." 
 
    "Why doesn't she tell me that herself?" 
 
    "She wants you to want her, Michael. She wants you to miss her, and want to come to her," said Elizabeth, letting her hands roam. 
 
    "And you are happy to act as Pam's… procurer." 
 
    Elizabeth laughed. "I owe her a great debt, Michael." Taylor could feel her hands roaming over his chest. "She freed me. She freed me from my prison of sexual repression." 
 
    "Oh, so you're freed now?" 
 
    "Yes," said Elizabeth. "Men have needs, Michael. I was constructed in a way that men find pleasing. It pains me that I denied them for so long."  
 
    "But no longer?" he asked. 
 
    Elizabeth smiled seductively. "No longer, I am proud to say." Her hands moved lower, making Taylor jump. She enjoyed the startled reaction she evoked. "Do you find me pleasing, Michael?" She turned him around to face her.  
 
    "I can feel it, Michael," she said, and she gave him the most gentlest of kisses. "I can feel it in your mind." She held his hand. "Come back with me. Just for a look. See what Pam has created." 
 
    "I have already seen what Pam has created," said Taylor. 
 
    "You disapprove," said Elizabeth, looking a little hurt. "But that is only because you do not understand. But you will, soon enough." 
 
    "You think so?" 
 
    Elizabeth nodded. "Pam has expra-ed. You will come to her, of your own accord, and you will join us. But not today." 
 
    "If not today, then why did you come at all?" 
 
    "Because I miss you, silly," she said, and as she kissed him again, he felt her chest pressed against him. "We all do." She looked at him in the eyes. "I cannot wait to see you again. Goodbye for now, my love." 
 
    Taylor stared at his front door a long time after she left. His mind was in turmoil, full of indecision.  
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The following day, it was Victor's turn to visit. 
 
    "Michael!" he said, giving him his customary non-gay manhug. "So good to see you." 
 
    "Victor," said Taylor, his eyes narrowing. "Say something." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Anything." 
 
    Victor shrugged. "Oh, I don't know. The universe is getting bigger and brighter every day." 
 
    Taylor's eyebrows went up. "You haven't changed. You haven't become dreamy like the others. You haven't joined them." 
 
    "Oh, but I have, Michael," said Victor. "I just came from the Church of Us less than an hour ago." 
 
    "Your affects seems different from the others." 
 
    "The dreaminess, the kind of idlenss in the minds, you mean?" Victor smiled at him. "It hit all of us differently, Michael. People of higher intellect are not affected to the same degree." 
 
    "Good to know," said Taylor guardedly. "But you still joined them." 
 
    "But I still joined them," Victor agreed. "How many opportunities do you think a balding 55 year old man has for physical relations with 20 something females in the prime of their lives?" 
 
    "Probably not too many, Victor," said Taylor. 
 
    "You have that right, Michael," said Victor, starting to eat some grapes from a fruit display. "It certainly beats sleeping with women dolls hanging from trees. Do you remember that, Michael?" 
 
    "I certainly do," said Taylor. It had been in the virtual layer. Giggly, mindless nude women hanging from trees, just waiting to be plucked and used, like ripe fruit.  "So that's why you joined, for the physicality?" 
 
    "Michael." The disappointment was heavy in Victor's voice. "It's not just the physicality. It's the feeling of community. The others feel what I feel. I feel what they feel. Pam says that we're on the road to achieving true Formos." 
 
    "How wonderful for you," said Taylor. "The Goddess of Love and Empathy must be very pleased." 
 
    "You're jealous, of course. I can see that," said Victor. "But that's old thinking. Yes, Michael. Pam uses physicality to build the church. She realized--with your help--that the desire for physical love is the most powerful motivator of mankind. And womenkind, for that matter. She is harnessing this desire to build a better world." 
 
    "Is she," said Taylor, taking a grape himself. He chewed thoughtfully. 
 
    "She is. I have to admit, I was startled at first. Pam welcomes new initiates into the Church by having physical relations with them." 
 
    Taylor felt a punch to his gut. He has suspected but… "All of them?" 
 
    "Well, she can't have relations with billions, that would be physically impossible, wouldn't it?  Though she does cover more ground than one might think. There are now Churches of Us all around the globe, with high priests and priestesses welcoming people into the fold. Every second there are thousands of thrusts signifying new recruits are being brought on board." 
 
    "What a lovely thought," said Taylor. The thought of Pam, his Pam, having relations with hundreds (or more) of other people made him sick to his stomach. 
 
    Victor touched his hand. "Michael, I feel your pain. And I am so sorry to be the one who caused it. But you have to come around to a new way of thinking." 
 
    "And what way is that?" 
 
    "Love is transformative. And it is unlimited. Jealousy is so meaningless. Do you know, Pam welcomed Doug into the Church, while Pam watched?" 
 
    "Wait," said Taylor anxiously. "Help me unpack that sentence. Are you saying that Doug and Pam, Pam Nesbitt, the original flesh and blood Pam, joined the Church of Us?" 
 
    Victor nodded. 
 
    "And are you saying that Pam, my Pam from the future, had relations with Doug, original Pam's fiancée, while original Pam just sat by and let it happen?" 
 
    "More than that, Michael. Original Pam, as you called her, cheered Doug on," said Victor. 
 
    "What? I don't believe it!" 
 
    Victor touched his hand and looked into his eyes. "Believe it, Michael. Remember that we can share each other's feelings now. As Doug made love to Pam, your Pam, the original Pam felt his physical pleasure. When Doug finished, all three of them were gasping for joy." 
 
    "Pam… the original Pam, was gasping for joy as her fiancée made love to another woman who looked just like her." 
 
    "Pam has taught us that love is additive," said Victor. "We don't feel threatened by showing our feelings for another. It's what's gotten men in trouble for millennia, the urge to share our love with others. Monogamy is an unnatural relic, Michael. Pam has helped us evolve." 
 
    "I can see that," said Taylor. Something else was bothering him. "Victor. All these changes Pam is making… aren't they going to affect the timeline? Our future? Couldn't it make history unfold in a way other than it already has?" 
 
    "Pam is counting on it. She thinks that perhaps her people will evolve with more empathy. Or if they evolve in the same way, perhaps they will reconsider and decide the Earth is worth saving, and that they shouldn't erase the galaxy." 
 
    "But… what if the timeline changes, so that Pam, my future Pam, no longer exists?" 
 
    Victor put a hand on his shoulder. "I'm sure she's considered that possibility, Michael." He paused. "You have to come, Michael. You have to come and see it." 
 
    "No, Victor." 
 
    Victor smiled. "That's what she said. That you would say no, and then tomorrow morning, you would come anyway." 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    "She has expra-ed it, Michael. She has expra-ed you." 
 
    "I'm glad to know I'm so predictable." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The following morning, after breakfast, Michael went to visit the Church of Us. 
 
    He had resisted, but only briefly. He knew that he was obediently falling in line with Pam's prediction that he would come. But he had a burning desire to see her, and Victor's visit had triggered a sea change in his mind, as Pam had intended. Slowly but surely, he decided he had to come. 
 
    The former Church of the Egalitarianism was a huge one block structure, with tall spires and stained glass windows showing scenes of divinely redistribution. As Taylor stepped inside, he saw that the pews had been removed, and replaced with soft padding. There were hundreds of people in various states of meditation. 
 
    Or orgy. 
 
    And right in front of him, at the very entrance, was a woman on her hands and knees having relations with three other men. 
 
    And then the woman turned to face him slightly, and Taylor's eyes widened. 
 
    It was Elizabeth. 
 
    Taylor watched with astonishment as Doctor Elizabeth Shaw, perhaps the most sensually repressed woman on the planet Earth, simultaneously pleasured three complete strangers in front of Taylor, without a hint of shame or regret. 
 
    Elizabeth smiled at him and finished what she was doing, ever so casually. And then  Elizabeth turned to Taylor. "And now you can have, as they say, my full undivided attention." She laughed at her own joke. "You're shocked, I see." 
 
    "Shocked would be a mild word for it," said Taylor. 
 
    "I've changed," said Elizabeth, moving so that she was face to face with Taylor. 
 
    "I can see that," said Taylor. 
 
    "I feel the needs of others," said Elizabeth. "I feel the aches of men, and the urge to tend to them. Men are so disadvantaged. Vincent was only one of many. I feel so badly about it. This, this is my restitution. I want to please the male population, to make amends for years of not being receptive to their needs." She looked at him. "To all their needs." 
 
    Taylor blushed. 
 
    "And now you are the shy one, Michael. But not for long," said Elizabeth. "Come, I'll give you a tour of the church." 
 
    "Aren't you going to change first?" Change was not exactly the right word. Elizabeth was completely nude 
 
    "Why?" said Elizabeth. "Oh, all right." She closed her eyes and concentrated. A white robe appeared, covering her body. 
 
    Taylor's jaw dropped. "How did you do that?" 
 
    Elizabeth grinned. "Join us and find out. Ready for your tour?"  
 
    Taylor nodded. 
 
    Elizabeth showed him around. Taylor saw people deep in meditation, with their eyes glazed. "They are contemplating Tisson Crae," said Elizabeth. "The true nature of existence." 
 
    She took him to the rooms where people were sitting and talking with each other. Some were clothed, some were not. 
 
    Elizabeth took him to other rooms where men and women were touching each other, eyes locked together, as they said, "Momomomomomomom". 
 
    "They are communing," said Elizabeth. "In a small way, they are achieving Formos." 
 
    "Wonderful," said Taylor dryly , watching the glassy eyed people make that sound with their lips, over and over and over again. 
 
    And then Elizabeth took him to the rooms where people were making love. Together. In large numbers. They seemed totally uninhibited.  
 
    "We are in harmony," said Elizabeth. 
 
    "Lovely," said Taylor. "Where's Pam?" 
 
    "Right here, my love." And she appeared so suddenly that Taylor thought that couldn’t have been a coincidence. Pam was wearing a white robe  and her thick hair was perfectly combed and she looked wonderful and felt even better as she kissed him, pressing her body against his.  
 
    "I knew you would come," she said, looking into his eyes. "I expra-ed it." 
 
    "Score one for expra," said Taylor. 
 
    "You have not crossed over yet. But you will," said Pam. 
 
    "Yeah, about that, I was wondering if we could find a quiet place to talk-" 
 
    "We will," Pam promised. "But first, I have a new class of initiates to welcome. But I have arranged for you to be well cared for. Pam!" 
 
    Taylor looked confused, until he found himself spun about and Pam, a mirror image of Pam, kissed him. As she pulled back and smiled at him, Taylor realized that this was Pam, the original Pam! 
 
    "Michael, my dear, it's so good to see you again," she said, smiling broadly. 
 
    "And you," said Taylor, not sure what else to say during this incredibly awkward moment. 
 
    "You and Doug are acquainted, are you not?" 
 
    Doug. Her fiancée. Her fiancée, whose form had been copied by the hostile alien 1012 from the future who had briefly killed Taylor. 
 
    Doug extended a hand. "We met at the bioanthropology conference about a year ago. We talked about space artifacts, I think." 
 
    "That's right, I remember," said Taylor, lying. Truthfully, Doug had made so little impression on him that he barely remembered meeting him. But he shook his hand. 
 
    Pam, future Pam, addressed her original. "Pam, I have to welcome a new class of initiates. Can you and Doug see to Michael's needs?" 
 
    "We'd be delighted," said the original Pam, giving Taylor a sly smile.  
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Pam, the original Pam, fed him lunch as they sat on the floor on overstuffed pillows. 
 
    Taylor felt distinctly uncomfortable as she flirted with him and fed him finger sandwiches and grapes while Doug sat on the other side of her, grinning like a fool. Taylor had always wanted to win his competition with Doug for Pam's affections, but not like this. 
 
    "We have been so happy since we joined Us," said Pam. "Open wide, Michael." 
 
    Taylor obediently complied, and she smiled as she gently put a small bite sized morsel in his mouth.  
 
    "Now chew, Michael. And swallow." 
 
    Taylor swallowed. 
 
    There was definitely something sensual about all of this. 
 
    They talked as he ate. "So… you don't mind a woman who looks exactly like you being an icon of sensuality for every man on the planet?" 
 
    Pam shrugged. "Well, when you put it like that, sure. At least at first. But then I realized what a tremendous honor it is. A woman who looks exactly like me is bringing happiness to the entire planet." 
 
    "Or at least half the entire planet," Doug said. 
 
    Pam laughed.  
 
    Pam wouldn't laugh at that. 
 
    "In a small way, a very small way, I am contributing to bringing the world together in global Formos," said Pam. 
 
    "Well, I know how important Formos is to you," said Taylor. 
 
    "It is now," said Pam sternly. 
 
    This one, at least, still recognizes sarcasm when she hears it. 
 
    "Now that we have this chance to visit together, I want to thank you, Michael," said Doug. 
 
    "Thank me for what?" said Taylor, eating another finger sandwich which Pam put in his mouth. She smiled as he chewed. 
 
    "For preparing Pam for me," said Doug. 
 
    "Preparing?" 
 
    "Your relationship with her paved the way for my own. It made her realize that she wanted me," Doug grinned. "And for a time, you made her very satisfied. I can't thank you enough for that." 
 
    "Oh… it was my pleasure, Doug," said Taylor. He wasn't sure what to say. "What is Pam up to? My Pam, that is," he added hastily. 
 
    "There is no your Pam here, Michael," said Pam sternly. Her hand started to roam up his arm.  
 
    "You know what I mean," said Taylor, very much aware that her fiancée was mere inches away. 
 
    "You know what Pam is up to, Michael," said Pam, moving her face closer to his. Her roving hand moved down, to his leg now. 
 
    "She said she was welcoming a new class of-" 
 
    "She's making love to them, Michael," said Pam bluntly, staring him in the eye. "You know that." In every way she looked just like the other Pam. They were, after all, identical.  
 
    "I feel your unease," said Pam, and now her hand was working on his thigh, moving inwards. Her lips moved over his own, and traced them. "Let me comfort you. Let me ease your pain."  
 
    She pressed her lips against his. Taylor let it happen. She felt like Pam, his Pam, and yet she didn't. There was a certain spontaneity, a slight asymmetry of effort, the tiniest imperfection that separated the two--not good, not bad, simple different. He kissed her back. They embraced for a while. 
 
    And then Taylor felt hands starting to undress him. "No, Pam," he said. 
 
    "It's all right, Michael," said Pam, working on his pants. "Doug, tell him." 
 
    Taylor looked at Doug with an expression of chagrin. 
 
    "Not to worry, my friend. You're in excellent hands," said Doug, with an almost alien detachment in his eyes. 
 
    Doug didn't just watch, he actually helped; he undressed Pam while she undressed him. Taylor felt like he was living in the most surreal kind of fantasy scenario. Even in his wildest dreams he never imagined having relations with the original Pam, while her fiancée not only looked on approvingly, but helped make it happen! 
 
    It was Pam, his Pam. He couldn’t resist. 
 
    So he let it happen. Even worse, he cooperated. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    "That was so good," said Pam afterwards, playing with his hair. 
 
    Taylor had shed much of his inhibitions. He felt no shame in lying naked with his former girlfriend and being touched by her while her fiancée sat right next to her. But he still couldn't look Dog in the eye. 
 
    "Wasn't it great?" Pam asked Doug. 
 
    "One of the best," said Doug, grinning from ear to ear. "I can see why Pam valued you so highly, Michael." 
 
    Taylor looked away. Doug was so happy to be cuckolded. It made him feel uncomfortable. What had he walked into? 
 
    "Awww, are you still shy?" Pam asked, playing with his flaccid shaft."Well, don't worry. Once you fully achieve Formos and become one of Us, you won't be shy for long." 
 
    "When will I see Pam?" 
 
    "Right now," said future Pam, appearing in front of him. So she had been monitoring him. 
 
    Taylor was immediately embarrassed. Even though he knew full well what Pam had been doing, must have been doing, to let Pam catch him here with another woman, with the original Pam… he looked up at her with fear and shame in his eyes. 
 
    She leaned down and kissed him. "Relax, my love. There's no need to feel any of that here." She pulled him up gracefully by the hand, and they stood face to face, he fully nude, and she still clothed. "Michael, you taught me how to feel love. Please permit me to teach you how to shed jealousy and shame." 
 
    Michael made himself look into her green eyes. She was so beautiful. He reluctantly nodded. 
 
    "Excellent!" she said, kissing him rapidly. "And now, are you ready for dinner?" 
 
    "Dinner?" said Taylor. "We just had lunch." 
 
    "Michael, that was nearly four hours ago." 
 
    Four hours? 
 
    Taylor looked down at the original Pam, who nodded.  
 
    "You've been a busy boy," future Pam grinned.  
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They ate on overstuff pillows. Food simply… appeared. No one questioned the manner of it.  
 
    "-chapters all over the globe," Future Pam was saying. It was funny, seeing original Pam sitting right next to Future Pam. Taylor had never expected to see the two of them together, and he certainly never expected original Pam to like future Pam. But original Pam was just sitting there, smiling smugly, as future Pam went on and on about her global plans to bring Formos and Tisson Crae to the Earth. 
 
    "Tisson Crae?" said Taylor. "But human beings can't even screan, much less expra." 
 
    "It's a first step," said future Pam. "First they will achieve Formos." 
 
    "Formos?" said Taylor. "But in your time, you achieved Formos by physically merging with.. the others. We can't do that here." 
 
    "Not yet," said Pam. "You can only make emotional contact with one person at a time. But by being emotionally aware of the feelings of others around you, and trying to satisfy them and be in harmony with them, you are still achieving a rudimentary form of Formos. And with Formos comes the very tentative beginnings of Tisson Crae." 
 
    Taylor looked skeptical. 
 
    Future Pam turned to original Pam. "Pam, tell her." 
 
    "Michael, I was prepared to live the rest of my life with Doug. I would have been happy, even," said Pam, smiling at him. "But there is a whole wider world out there. When I became sensitive to the feelings of others, I felt it. Michael, do you know that when men look at me, they consider me more beautiful than any other women they have ever seen?" 
 
    "Yes, I knew that," said Taylor, with indignation in his voice. 
 
    "Well, I didn't," said original Pam. "I thought I was pretty, of course, but didn't realize I was having that kind of effect on men. I made them feel need, Michael. Do you know what it's like to feel in need?" 
 
    Taylor did. 
 
    "It wasn't fair, Michael. I have this super attractive body, and the mere appearance of it frustrates males all around me. I couldn't cope with all their feelings of unfulfillment." 
 
    Taylor frowned. "What do you mean, you couldn't cope with their feelings of unfulfillment?" 
 
    "I've been satisfying them. One man at a time," said Pam proudly. Her smile grew broader as the realization of the meaning of her words moved across Taylor's face. 
 
    "You mean you-" 
 
    "Yes, Michael." 
 
    Taylor pointed at Doug. "And you agreed to this?" 
 
    "Of course I support her!" said Doug. 
 
    "And this makes you both-" 
 
    "Very satisfied, to tend to the needs of others, to build Formos." It was future Pam who spoke. "Of course it does. It's a new way of thinking, Michael, but you'll get used to it." 
 
    "Pam… you changed everyone, but… why didn't you change me?" Taylor asked. 
 
    Future Pam looked into his eyes. "You're what you might call the control in this experiment, Michael. You're the basis of comparison, the original unconverted example of humanity. At least, until you decide to join Us." 
 
    Taylor felt a chill go down his spine. He felt all the eyes on him. "Pam, is there a place where we can talk?" 
 
    "We are talking, Michael," said future Pam pleasantly. 
 
    "In private," said Taylor. 
 
    "I'd love nothing more, Michael, but…." said Pam, getting up. 
 
    Taylor looked at her in alarm. "You're leaving, again?" 
 
    "I have another class of initiates to welcome tonight." 
 
    Taylor stood up. "Pam, I really want to talk to you." 
 
    She kissed him on the cheek. "I know, my love. Tonight. After the ceremony. I promise." She looked past him, and beckoned with her head. "In the meantime, I'm going to leave you in the best hands possible." 
 
    Original Pam again? 
 
    He looked behind her, and his eyes widened. 
 
    No. Not her. It couldn't be! 
 
    "Hello again, Captain Taylor. Do you remember us?" 
 
    Taylor's eyes went wide as he saw Maureen and Kelly Hale. Jennifer's mother and younger sister. Taylor remembered only too well the tongue lashing that Maureen Hale had given him, blaming him for the death of her daughter. She had had to be dragged out of the remembrance, kicking and screaming. 
 
    "I think Captain Taylor remembers us quite well, Mother," said Kelly Hale, giving a shit-eating grin. Her face looked a lot like Jennifer. And her curvy body… she was almost an exact copy of her sister, except her face was slightly narrower, and she was a bit shorter. 
 
    "I'll see you later, my love," said Pam. And before Taylor could protest, she vanished. 
 
    Taylor looked at Maureen and Kelly Hale. 
 
    "There's nothing to fear, Michael," said Kelly softly. "We have cast aside all our negative feelings. Haven't we, mother?" 
 
    "Oh yes," said Maureen, smiling at Taylor with obvious designs on him. "We really have." 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They took Taylor to a private room filled with overstuffed pillows, where his misgivings only mounted. 
 
    "You must forgive us, Captain Taylor," said Maureen, as she ran a hand along his chest. "My anger with you was most unsociable." 
 
    "Most unFormos," Kelly added. 
 
    "Yes," said Maureen. "I did not fully kockk what a brave and excellent astronaut you were, nor the depths of your despair when you were forced to make love to my darling Jennifer. You loved her, just as we did, and were devastated when she was lost." 
 
    "Pam told you about that?" 
 
    "Oh yes," said Kelly, opening his shirt. "Pam told us everything." 
 
    "Ladies… I'm not sure this is such a good idea," said Taylor, as both Maureen and his mother slid hands into his now open shirt. 
 
    "But we are," said Maureen. "That's the wonderful thing about Formos. It drives all doubt away. Your function, your only function is to promote harmony in the group and to see to the needs of others." 
 
    "The needs of others," Taylor repeated, as he felt Kelly's hands reach for his pants. He tried to grab her hands, but Maureen grabbed his own first. 
 
    "Let it happen, Michael," she said. "Just let it happen." 
 
    Just let it happen. 
 
    Taylor never thought he would hear those words again; certainly not from Jennifer's own mother, as Jennifer's younger sister was trying to make love to him. 
 
    To his intense shame, he let it happen. 
 
    As he… cooperated, Taylor wondered what was really going on here. First future Pam had put him in original Pam's hands, and now Maureen and Kelly Hale's, while future Pam went off to have relations with a bunch of guys. She was trying to seduce him into Us. To ease him into it. He could hardly protest that Pam was sleeping with others if  he was doing it himself. 
 
    Her plan was perfect. Pam had chosen women he could not possibly resist. 
 
    Kelly performed the ritual of reproduction. But she moved in a slow, almost leisurely way. Taylor was not going to reach his peak this way, and neither was she. He was about to say something, when suddenly, the room changed. 
 
    They were in the main hall of the former church. 
 
    Pam was there, standing in front of the room, without a stitch of clothing. 
 
    And so were forty or more men, all of them without a stitch of clothing on. 
 
    "I want to welcome all of you to Us," she said, surveying the crowd. And as she said the word all, she made eye contact with Taylor, ever so briefly, and she smiled. 
 
    Taylor was still flat on his back; and Kelly was working on him. 
 
    "You are about to take a much bigger step into a larger world. You will all join with us, and become part of Formos. Millions of you have already joined us, and every day millions more are added. Soon everyone will be part of us, building the harmony of Formos and the beauty and perfection of Tisson Crae. Are you ready to begin?" 
 
    The men roared "Yes!" as one. 
 
    And then it began. 
 
    Suddenly, where there had been one Pam, there were now at least forty; and each one was paired with one of the men. 
 
    Taylor watched in horror as Pam started to have relations with forty men. He was about to say something when suddenly Kelly speeded up, abruptly concluding the act, causing him to gasp.  
 
    "Oh, that was good… so very good." But it was not Kelly who was speaking; it was Maureen, Kelly’s Mom! 
 
    Kelly smiled down at Taylor. "Yes, it was. Now we see what Jennifer saw in Michael, don't we, Mother?" 
 
    It was too much for Taylor. As he watched Pam after Pam having relations with the men around him, his sense of anxiety spiked. 
 
    No! 
 
    No, no, NO! 
 
    Taylor pushed a surprised looking Kelly off of him, got up, and without a stitch of clothing, ran off, screaming into the night. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    It was morning. 
 
    Taylor sat on the beach, watching the sunrise. He had been unable to sleep. The image of Pam having relations with all those men was burned into his mind. There were other people on the beach, also in a dazed state, but Taylor's daze was more contemplative, more specific. So he liked to tell himself. 
 
    He listened to the roar of the surf, and the awking of the seagulls. And then he heard the voice behind him. 
 
    "It did not work." 
 
    "But you expected it to, didn't you?" said Taylor, not looking back. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "You expra-ed it. You expra-ed it so much, down to the point of knowing exactly when I would show up at the church, and what I would do, didn't you?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "But things didn't go exactly as planned, did it?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    And now she was in front of him, sitting down on the sand. "Tell me, Taylor. What did I do wrong? I purposefully left you unchanged, as a safeguard, in case I did not fully expra my vespering. Where did I go wrong?" 
 
    He thought he would hate her. He thought he would never want to talk to her again. 
 
    But it was Pam. That face. That body. She was so beautiful. She was always so beautiful. Suddenly, the image of Pam making love to forty men was pushed out of his mind, and along with it his revulsion. All that was left was… love. 
 
    Taylor looked at her and sighed. "Where you went wrong is that people are not planets. They cannot be vespered like nebulas. You cannot always expra them like solar systems." 
 
    "But why?" 
 
    Taylor looked at her face. "I know what you were trying to do. Your intentions were good. Really, they were. You wanted to save humanity. To save the galaxy. You get three gold stars for that." 
 
    "Only three?" said Pam, and Taylor couldn't help but smile. 
 
    "But Pam, you were too ambitious. What you became took hundreds of millions of years of evolution. You were trying to make that happen overnight." 
 
    "I was not. The Formos that your people are achieving right now is only a fraction of the Formos my people have." 
 
    "It is still too much too quickly. We are a race of individuals. We survive and improve ourselves through competition. Competition in economics, and politics, and science… and even love." 
 
    Taylor reached out and touched her cheek and she smiled. 
 
    "When you take all that away, when you make everyone care more about each other's feelings than everyone else, you may take a step towards Formos. But you also cause society to collapse from within. Just look around you. What do you see?" 
 
    Pam looked around at the people sitting in contemplation. "I see people, trying to expand their-" 
 
    "I see rotting cabbages," Taylor interrupted. "These people cannot expra. They cannot screan, or trista, or Shursta. They cannot even kockk. Oh, they may think they can kockk, but they really can't. They're kockkless wonders." He gave a dry chuckle. 
 
    "Is this from the world's authority on kockk?" Pam asked, leaning close to him. 
 
    "It is," he said, and despite the memory of all she had done and all those she had done it with, he reached up and kissed her on the lips. He would always remember the ocean breeze on his face, and the awk awking of the seagulls above him, as he pressed his lips together with Pam at that moment. 
 
    When he pulled back, he said, "Was I as good as any of the five thousand men you've been with?" 
 
    Pam thought a moment. "You were better than two thousand and twenty four of them." 
 
    "And how many men have you been with?" 
 
    "Two thousand and twenty five," said Pam definitively. 
 
    Taylor felt a tightening and a tingling in his chest and nipples, and an odd surge of pride. "Pam, people are just not ready for this. They may never be ready for this. You can say you are bringing them to Formos, but it is totally superficial. In the meantime, you destroy what they truly are. Our society has ground to a halt. Can't you see that?" 
 
    "But they love and care for each other." 
 
    "But at what price? Someone--the other Pam, I think--told me that love is additive. It isn't. It's subtractive. When I see another man giving you physical pleasure, it weakens our relationship. What does it mean when two people are in love?  The foundation of a relationship, of any relationship, is that you get the highest form of pleasure from the person you're with." 
 
    "When someone else gives you physical pleasure, when you get the highest form of pleasure from someone else, it calls into question the nature of the love between those two people. If I'm not the one giving you the highest form of pleasure, then maybe you're more in love with the person who does. And that degrades and ultimately destroys the special bond of love between us. Being in love means setting priorities and making choices. When you're with someone else, you're not with me. You have to make a choice when you're in love. And the choice can't be everyone." 
 
    "It is not logical," said Pam. "One should be able to-" 
 
    "It may not be logical. But it is human nature," said Taylor. "When I saw you with those men, when I saw the pleasure etched on your face as you made love to them, I wanted to murder each and every last of them with my bare hands." 
 
    "And now?" Pam asked, looking straight at him. 
 
    Taylor looked away. 
 
    Pam turned to the sea and stared for a while, a long while. Taylor was afraid that she didn't understand. Or maybe that wasn't the right word. Pam understood what he was saying, she just didn't believe it. 
 
    A small eternity passed while a gentle wind blew her blonde hair this way and that. And then, finally, she turned back to him. 
 
    "I kockk," she said softly. 
 
    Taylor looked at her. "What are you going to do?" 
 
    "It is done." 
 
    Taylor looked around abruptly. People were suddenly standing up, brushing the sand off their legs. They started walking back to their air cars. 
 
    "Everyone… is back to the way they were?" 
 
    Pam nodded. "Well, everyone except you, of course," she said. "You were upgraded by the United. I was not responsible for that." 
 
    Taylor nodded. "Will they… remember what happened?" 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    "Will it affect them?" 
 
    Pam shrugged. "I have learned not to over expra, especially when it comes to human behavior."  
 
    Taylor thought he almost saw a hint of a smile. 
 
    Taylor wondered what would happen once they all lost their extra empathy. Would Maureen Hale be horrified that she had willingly helped her youngest daughter make love to the man she hated the most?  
 
    Probably. 
 
    Would Elizabeth feel totally humiliated to have let herself be so thoroughly  used by so many men? Would she revert to her prior, sensually repressed state once again, or seek something in between, a healthy, mature love life? 
 
    Unknown. 
 
    And what about Pam, the original Pam? Would she still think it quite as flattering that a copy of herself had twisted the entire planet in a distinctly orgasmic way? Would she still be quite so pleased that Doug had willingly encouraged her to have relations with other men? If Taylor was an accurate reader of his Pams, he would guess the answer would be no. 
 
    He was still contemplating the possibilities when a shadow fell over them. 
 
    "You," said Pam, getting up. 
 
    "Yes, me." 
 
    It was Doug. 
 
    But not Doug. 
 
    It was the one called 1012. 
 
    "I have found you," said 1012. 
 
    "You always had a talent for stating the obvious," said Pam. 
 
    "You must return," said 1012. 
 
    "Must I?" said Pam. 
 
    "Yes," said 1012. 
 
    "I am not finished with my studies," said Pam. 
 
    "You are," said 1012. "You are a research tool. I am an expediter. I have come here to fulfill my function." 
 
    "And if I refuse?" Pam asked. 
 
    "Watch and see," said 1012. And then he disappeared. 
 
    The ground started to rumble. 
 
    "Earthquake!" Taylor cried. 
 
    Pam rapidly looked left and right. 
 
    "No!" she cried. 
 
    Suddenly, they were in orbit, around the Earth. 
 
    Australia was starting to bubble. 
 
    Australia was starting to sink. 
 
    1012 was causing Australia to sink into the Pacific Ocean. As they watched, they could see the edges of it start to submerge. 
 
    "No!" Pam cried. Her body stiffened, as if embarking on some major effort. 
 
    "Can you stop it?" Taylor cried. 
 
    Pam didn't answer. 
 
    Taylor looked down at Australia. It still seemed to be sinking. Millions of people would be drowned. The edges of the continent were disappearing, as if they were being erased. 
 
    Sinking, sinking, sinking… 
 
    And then it wasn't. The continent started to rise again. The edges, which had been submerged, rose out of the water. In moments, it was like it once was. 
 
    "You did it!" said Taylor, hugging her. 
 
    "That is just the beginning," said Pam quietly. "Look!" She pointed to Africa. 
 
    Africa was… coming apart. It was breaking apart roughly, into two jagged, uneven pieces, with the fault line running through the Congo, Uganda, and Kenya. Huge crevices opened in the earth as the two halves of the continent were pulled apart. Taylor watched with horrid fascination as enormous depths of the earth appeared, reminding him of Corta. 
 
    Pam stiffened again, and Africa stopped separating. Slowly it started to come together again. Within moments, it was whole. 
 
    Taylor looked at Pam. She looked drained. How long would she be able to manage this? 
 
    "Come here," she said. 
 
    Taylor looked puzzled, but she wasn't talking to him. 
 
    1012 appeared at their side, floating with them in orbit. "You have made your point," said Pam. 
 
    "You will return," said 1012. 
 
    "I will return," said Pam. 
 
    "Then let us go," said 1012. 
 
    "Soon," said Pam, looking sternly at him. 
 
    "Now," said 1012. 
 
    "I said, soon," said Pam. And she waved her hand, and 1012 disappeared. 
 
    "Where did he go?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "Away," said Pam. 
 
    And suddenly, they were back in Taylor's apartment. 
 
    Taylor's mind struggled to keep up with events. The entire human race had been changed… and then unchanged. Pam had had relations with a lot of men… but she was here, with him now. One of the beings from the year one billion had tried to destroy the Earth. Pam had stopped him. 
 
    And Pam had promised to return to her native time, one billion years in the future. 
 
    Pam looked at Taylor. "Make love to me." 
 
    "What-" 
 
    "Make love to me, Taylor." 
 
    She pressed her lips against his; they were full of desire, and longing. She needed to be taken. 
 
    Taylor took her. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    They made love. At times they were two beings. At other times, they were only one. They looked into each other's eyes as they touched each other intimately. They had both had had each other many times before, but this time was special. The bond between them had been tested, and frayed, but they both learned the truth, that it was stronger than ever, and that excited them both more than anything. 
 
    "I love you," Taylor cried, looking at her so intently. 
 
    "And I love you," she responded, kissing him passionately. 
 
    They laid together for a truly long time. 
 
    And then Pam, ever so gently, pushed him off of her. "It's time, my love," she said. 
 
    "Time? Time for what?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "For me to go," said Pam. 
 
    "What do you mean, Pam?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "You know, Michael," said Pam.  "You've always known." She got up. Suddenly, she was dressed. So was Michael. 
 
    "Oh no. Oh my God no. You're leaving me right after having relations?" Taylor's jaw dropped open. 
 
    "It is the way, Michael," said Pam, looking at her hair in the mirror. "You and Pam taught me that." 
 
    Pam. Because Pam, the original Pam, had had physical relations with him right before breaking up, this Pam, the future Pam thought that was the best way to leave him. If Taylor hadn't felt so bitter he might have laughed. 
 
    Taylor got up. "Please, don't go," he said, grabbing her hand, with naked desperation in his tone. 
 
    "I have to, my love," she said. "I have to go back to the future, and convince Us not to erase the galaxy." 
 
    "Do you think you can?" 
 
    "I do," said Pam. She knew she could convince a few of Us. 37. 37 was partial to her, and almost always took her side. And she thought she could convince 1012. Of course, there would be a price she would have to pay for his cooperation. But once she convinced both of them, and a few others, they in turn would convince the rest. 
 
    "Then convince them, and come back to me," said Taylor. 
 
    "I am so sorry, my love. But I cannot." She knew the price she would have to pay 1012 would not permit her to return. She caressed his cheeks. "You are of this time, and of this stage of development. I am from a different time, and a different kind of… people. I am meant to be where I started from, just as you were meant to be here." 
 
    Pam looked into his eyes, and saw tears start to stream out of them. "I see I have hurt you. Again. Exactly as she did." 
 
    Taylor winced at the mention of her. 
 
    "I am so sorry, Michael. Always remember I love you so very much." 
 
    "Don't leave me," Michael begged, his voice thick with pleading. 
 
    "I must," said Pam again. She pressed her lips against his again. She felt his firmness, his masculinity, and his love. "Such a simple act... and yet it can mean so much." She looked up at him. "Do not be sad, my love. In such a large and unlimited universe, nothing can be truly unique. There are always patterns." 
 
    Taylor looked puzzled for a moment. She smiled up at him, and he felt her body start to fade. 
 
    "Please, don't go," he cried again. 
 
    Pam hugged him tightly, and kissed him one more time. He felt the substance of her lips, even as they started to dissolve against his own. 
 
    Tears formed in his eyes as his lover began to disappear in his arms. 
 
    "Goodbye, my love," she said, and she was so far gone that he could see almost right through her. 
 
    A sudden thought occurred to Taylor. "Wait! How will I know if you have been successful? How will I know if the Earth was saved?" Taylor asked. 
 
    Pam had almost completely faded. Her voice sounded like it came down a long tunnel. "If you still exist after I am gone... then you will know," said Pam. 
 
    And then she faded entirely, and he was left hugging empty air. Taylor collapsed, embracing himself, and he sobbed wildly. 
 
    He was totally, completely, entirely… 
 
    Alone. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Michael Taylor…. 
 
    ……………………………………………………… 
 
    ……………………………………………………… 
 
    ……………………………………………………… 
 
    ……………………………………………………… 
 
    ……………………………………………………… 
 
    ……………………………………………………… 
 
    ……………………………………………………… 
 
    ……………………………………………………… 
 
    EXISTED! 
 
      
 
    And so did the planet Earth, and the rest of the galaxy. 
 
    Pam must have been successful. 
 
    Of course, the Earth wasn't entirely unchanged. 
 
    Twenty seven thousand Australians drowned when their continent unexpectedly started to fall into the ocean. Two hundred and four thousand Africans went missing, their bodies never recovered. Whole new fault lines were created in central Africa, which became unstable earthquake country. 
 
    The African Union was as angry as ever, perhaps more so, having been briefly and traumatically turned white, and then turned black again, but in slightly different shades. 
 
    The followers of the She-Goddess took it as a sign that mankind's final self-destruction of the planet was near; and the Egalitarians saw it as confirmation that the Equalpocalypse was at hand. The followers of Laquinta on Ramada embarked on a massive starship building program. 
 
    With the loss of their additional empathy, as well as the ability to sense the feelings of others, most people reverted to the way they were. Generous people continued to be generous; mean people continued to be mean; scumbags continued to be scumbags, and the world moved on. 
 
    But sometimes, once in a while, some people would remember the way it had been, however briefly, and some behaviors started to change. The residual was like a small injection of empathy into the body of humanity. Sometimes people were a little nicer to each other than they otherwise would have been; sometimes they were more understanding; sometimes they were more reasonable; and sometimes they were more helpful. It wasn't as big a change as Pam had hoped for, but it was definitely an accelerated nudge in a certain direction. 
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    Michael Taylor looked at his new shoulder bars and wrist rank circles in the mirror. He was a full commander now.  
 
    Michael Taylor had saved the planet Earth. Indeed, he had saved the entire galaxy. 
 
    And they hadn't even promoted him to Captain. 
 
    Still, it made sense, of course, from a certain perspective. 
 
    While the black box was gone, and with it the immediate threat to the planet was also gone, not everyone was convinced that Michael Taylor had anything to do with it. Certainly few people knew that the Earth and the galaxy had every been in danger of being erased from ever having existed, and even fewer of those who knew that actually believed it. The prevailing wisdom was that Pam had decided to leave on her own, and the threat, the threat of the black box, had somehow ended itself. 
 
    Still, even under that version, even Taylor's most devout adversaries had to admit that he might have been helpful, in some not so clear way, in the resolution of the whole crisis. And after four warships had disappeared, the Survey Service was badly in need of heroes, and Taylor had been the only one to bring even a handful of his crew back alive.  And after all, the shockwaves stopped coming out after the Black Box right after the Devonshire launched into it. Rightly or wrongly, Taylor was given credit for saving the Earth, and Admiral Von Windhoek, who decided to give up rearing small plants in his office and go back to managing space fleets, had managed to secured a promotion to full commander. 
 
    Taylor smiled. He knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that he had nothing to do with the disappearance of the Black Box; the United had simply given up when they failed to lure any more ships down the time corridor. But he had played a primary role in helping Pam get in touch with her humanity, which in turn motivated her to save the galaxy from being erased, thus saving the Earth. And so, he was being promoted for an honor he didn't deserve, while at the very same time he remained totally unappreciated for the even more important act which was much more deserving. Such was the way of life. 
 
    Things returned to normal. The Survey Service had opened for business again, and the followers of the She-Goddess who were blocking the main gate were arrested, drenched with water hoses and beaten with rubber truncheons, and sent on merry their way. Rockets came and went as they regularly did. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The Admiral had promised to get a real command for him, not a cargo vessel. 
 
    Of course, Taylor had no real hope of being given the Judicator; battle cruisers were the provenance of full captains, at the least. 
 
    But soon enough Taylor found himself in command of the USS Admonitor, a brand new Survey Service destroyer. When he saw his new ship, he smiled. Full Commanders were not usually given command of destroyers, though it wasn't quite as preposterous as giving a Lieutenant Commander command of a frigate. The Admiral had stretched to give him a suitable reward, and Taylor appreciated it. 
 
    But Taylor was still aching for Pam. He had given no thought to seeking out the original Pam; their relationship was over, he knew, and now that original Pam was no longer so concerned about satisfying the needs of mankind at large, he sensed that Doug would not be quite so enthusiastic about Pam servicing his needs. If only he could be a listening device on the wall of their home as they Pam and Doug talked about that…. 
 
    No, it was his Pam, the future Pam, who he missed tremendously. He found himself thinking about her all the time. 
 
    Taylor wondered where she was now, back in the distant future. He wondered if she still thought of him. Taylor was sitting in his command office on the Admonitor, staring into space, when he got a comm from his first officer. 
 
    His new scientific advisor had just come onboard. The Admonitor, though a destroyer, was taking on a group of scientists for a scientific mission. The lead scientist, a doctor with the unlikely name of Leila Olivia, wanted to meet with him. 
 
    "Send her in," said Taylor listlessly. 
 
    Doctor Olivia entered his office. She was a blonde woman in her early 30's. 
 
    Taylor's eyes went wide.  
 
    "Captain Taylor?" she said, walking in. "My name Is Leila Olivia." She smiled at him, and extended a  hand. 
 
    Taylor's jaw dropped as he mindlessly shook her tender hand. No, it couldn't be.  
 
    Olivia could see the effect she was having on him. "Captain? Is everything all right?" 
 
    Taylor, his mouth still opened, nodded slowly. "Have we... have we met before?" 
 
    "No, I don't think so," said Doctor Olivia. 
 
    Taylor continued to stare at her. 
 
    "Though I've wanted to meet you for some time," said Doctor Olivia. 
 
    "You have?" said Taylor, still looking stunned. 
 
    "Yes. I read the classified report on the alien you brought back from the future." Olivia brushed a lock of blonde hair out of her green eyes. 
 
    "Pam," said Taylor, staring straight at her. "Her name was Pam." 
 
    "Pam, yes," said Doctor Olivia. She still noticed Taylor was staring at her so intently, and wondered why. "A fascinating being," she said. 
 
    "Fascinating? Yes, very fascinating," said Taylor, his eyes still wide as he stared at her. 
 
    "If you have the time, I'd love to hear about your experiences with her," said Doctor Olivia, smiling again at Taylor. 
 
    "Time? Of course," said Taylor, looking at her empty ring finger. "Would you... would you like to discuss it over dinner, Doctor Olivia?" 
 
    "I'd love to," she said. "And call me Leila," she said, giving him a sly smile. 
 
    "Only if you call me Michael," said Taylor, staring at the face that looked and sounded exactly like Pamela's. 
 
    "Michael," she said, getting a small chill down her back. "I think I'd like that." 
 
    "I think I'd like that too," said Taylor, smiling broadly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
      
 
    Special note to the PG rated version of this book, 9/24/19: 
 
    At certain points in this story you will see it says abruptly “He had relations with her”, and then the story cuts to a break. That wasn’t by choice; in order to make the book more acceptable to Amazon, I had to produce a non-explicit version with this particularly stilted language. This one, which is about 20,000 words less, is more abridged. The full version is also available under my author name; if you like, look it up. 
 
      
 
    Author's Note 9/8/19 
 
      
 
    I originally got the idea to write this book when I heard that the third season of Star Trek Discovery was going to take place a thousand years in the future. At first I thought, "That's really brave, to take a stab at showing what a thousand years in the future will look like. But my second reaction was, "Wait a minute. This is politically correct zero-imagination Star Trek. All they will do is show a new set of aliens with bumps on their head who have the same exact inclinations and behaviors as the current set of anthropomorphic bumpy headed aliens." 
 
    So I decided to write my own story, not about a thousand years ahead, but a billion. 
 
    Ever notice how no science fiction writer writes about the distance future? No one writes about millions of years into the future, certainly not a billion. The only thing I could find in my research (I always research my books) was HG Wells' The Time Machine. His idea of the distant future was boring--giant red crabs chasing butterflies. Yes, giant red crabs chasing butterflies. It sounds retarded, doesn't it? But at least he tried. 
 
    No one else has even done as much as retarded HG Wells to write about the distant future. That's because most people who call themselves "science fiction writers" are not science fiction writers at all. They are all retards. They are only capable of writing books of the near past and near future, where people act and usually talk almost EXACTLY THE SAME as they do today. They are only capable of writing such books because they have read other bad writers write nearly the exact same books and only know how to make even worse versions of their own, like a bad copy of a bad copy of a bad copy. They can't write a book about something which someone else hasn't written about 50 or a hundred times before. It would have to be original, and most scifi writers/retards can't do that. 
 
    Therefore, I decided to step in where retards fear to tread. And it was challenging! I had to ask myself--what would be the motivations of aliens five hundred million years in the future? A billion years? I was starting with a blank slate. The outlining was REALLY TOUGH, and I spent many days walking furiously back and forth on my oriental rugs figuring out the details. What could the future look like? And, more importantly, how could I present it in a dramatic, interesting way? You don't want to pay $5 to read about f****** giant red crabs chasing butterflies? Am I right? I think I am! 
 
    It was very hard to get sense of what life in such a distant future would be like. Consider how short the existence of humanity has been (only about 200,000 years, according to current science). Consider how short the existence of science fiction speculation has been (perhaps a little over a century). Now consider how short a human lifespan is (75 or so years). How can one person, living a few short years, have any idea how humanity will evolve over millions? It's an incredible task to take on... 
 
    .....which is why I did it. I don't pretend to know what life will look like in a billion years. But I hope I've written an entertaining story, based on a few trends I've noticed in my short, short existence: 
 
    1) Humans have gotten smarter. Undeniably, humanity has become more "civilized" and technologically advanced, in a rapidly accelerating pace. 
 
    2) Humanity has become more collectivized. We have given up more and more of our rights to a central authority, which tells us more and more not only what we can do but what we can say and think. I imagine over time that centralization will continue. 
 
    3) Science has helped our bodies become "smarter". Medicines help our bodies fight illnesses. Smart medicines target cancers while leaving the rest of the body untouched. Over time I suspect that we will gain more and more control of our bodies on an organic and cellular level. 
 
    All these trends could lead to something like the octopus creatures with the self-aware cells of the year 500,000,000 or beings made of self-aware atoms of the year one billion. Both are metaphors for the road humanity seems to be taking. 
 
    It was still a tough story to figure out. Figuring out the aliens was a tiny piece; I needed a story.  
 
    If I made the story true to form, the motivations of the aliens would be unrecognizable and unrelatable. In traditional fiction (and science fiction), people are motivated by power, desire for women, and ideology. So on one level, I made this the exact same kind of story as every other story you HAVE ever read, by keeping the motivations on a relatable level. However, the meta plot was decidedly different, with stories of aliens with tremendous powers. In that way I presented both a fresh and relatable story. 
 
    But once I figured out the outline, connecting the dots was easy. I grinded out this massive book in just a little over two weeks, plus a few days for outlining and revision. On my best day, when I was distracted with three other tasks,  I still wrote more than 18,000 words, and nearly all of what you read here was written in the first draft. As a rule, all my books are done nearly completely in first drafts, with a second reread for grammar and consistency.  
 
    I learned  two very important lessons from reading (and rereading) Game of Thrones.  The first is to have many characters each with different relationships with each other. Game of Thrones carries this to an extreme, to the point where you almost need a spreadsheet to keep track of who was who. I tried to use this strategy in this book to create a web of relationships between Taylor, Jennifer, Elizabeth, Pam, Pam, Suki, and Vincent (yes, I purposefully wrote Pam twice). 
 
    The other lesson I learned from Game of Thrones is to give each major character a dramatic event which defines how they relate to others later. Jaime Lannister's was the killing of his king; Tyrion's was being born and killing his mother; and Bran's was when he was pushed out of the window. In this story, for Jennifer and Taylor, it was their night in the cave, and later, Jennifer's first sensual encounter with Bongo Obangida; and for Taylor and Pam, it was the day she broke up with him.   Having a dramatic event helps shape their relationships and gives it some depth. 
 
    Pam, future Pam, is a lot like Guardian of Piri from Space 1999, or Lieutenant Ilia (the bald chick) from Star Trek: The Motion Picture, an alien in the form of a human who gradually discovers her humanity, which, of course, is the major theme of the latter part of this book.  (Only in my version, Pam has larger tits--much larger tits--than Ilia. And she is not bald or Indian, not that there's anything wrong with that). Victor Berman is a tribute to Victor Bergman from Space: 1999. The author A. Bertram Chandler wrote a series of novels about the "Survey Service", space explorers, which were mostly not very good... but at least he tried to write something different... and I did like the name Survey Service. 
 
    The cover was supposed to be similar to the actual The Guardian of Piri from Space: 1999--She wore a really sexy dress in that episode, and I simply improved on the concept. But I couldn't get a good view of her face, and in the end concluded that she simply wasn't so beautiful after all, so I went with another face... while still keeping the (slightly sexed up) dress. The Guardian of Piri was a robot representing a society so far advanced of our own that they couldn't be understood, a beautiful woman who had no understanding of emotions or feelings. 
 
    Xetan was the guardian of the mystical book of knowledge (which was only filled with mirrors) from the movie Circle of Iron. Commander Gorksy, the commander of the Devonshire who Taylor relieved, was also the Commander of Moonbase Alpha in Space 1999, who was also relieved by John Koenig, the main character there. 
 
    The big headed aliens are a tribute to the same ones from the Star Trek episode "The Cage". Such an interesting idea--aliens taking a handsome man and pretty woman captive and making them, well, you know... but of course on 1960's TV they could only hint at what I had the freedom to write about. 
 
    Isaac Asimov wrote a book called Foundation's Edge about a super evolved society where everyone was part of a group consciousness called "Gaia", even the plants and animals on the planet. The story even had a robotic fuckbot who seduces one of the main characters. Asimov was a far left wing Jew, and was giving us his idea of a future communist utopia, as far left wing Jews sometimes do. The story was boring, of course, filled with typical Asimovian "talk, don't show", but there was a kernel of an interesting idea in there, which is where I got the idea for the group society of the year 1,000,000,000 where everything is alive. 
 
    Part of this story was inspired by Stranger in a Strange Land, written by Robert A. Heinlein. A human is raised by Martians and then comes to Earth. He gets a tremendous culture shock and slowly learns what it is to be a human being. He also has super freaky powers... kind of like Pam! In Stranger in a Strange Land, Michael Valentine, the main character, starts a religion based on (you guessed it) group sex. Then he volunteers to be slaughtered, and his friends eat him. Not making this up. The book is loaded with pages and pages of boring philosophy and a lot of philosophical preachiness.  
 
    But the idea of someone from a different culture coming and learning what it means to be human was an interesting one, and in many ways that is Pam's story. The "sex religion" part was the most interesting part of the poorly written book, so naturally, I had to do something more creative with the concept.  
 
    So I took bits and pieces of ideas from Star Trek: The Motion Picture, Stranger in a Strange Land, and Foundation's Edge, filled in my own details , and, most importantly, made an entertaining story of it. All of these sources I mentioned could have been good stories on their own--their problem was execution and exposition. Execution and exposition are everything. 
 
    The scene where Taylor walks in on his own funeral? Watch the ending scene from Capricorn 1.  
 
    Those of you who have read my erotic horror novel Parasites Love Earth will recognize the pancakes on the backs; and those of you who have read my other erotic horror novel The End of Humanity will recognize the mentions of Us. Those of you who haven't read them and go on to might think those concepts originated in this book; but those were written first.  
 
    Oh, and the last scene in the book? Inspired by the movie Xanadu, where some guy gets the hots for Olivia Newton John, who's some kind of singing goddess who is also a cock tease; at the end of the movie she leaves the guy to go back to wherever she came from, which would make for a sad ending, except a waitress suddenly appears who looks EXACTLY LIKE Newton John at the very end. The jilted boyfriend, getting a gleam in his eyes like he wants to bang her right then and there, grabs her and yells, "I want to talk to you!" Talk, heh heh heh. 
 
      
 
    Gary L.M. Martin 
 
    GaryLMMartin@gmail.com 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What now? 
 
    1. 1) Write a review. Why should you? After all, writing a review offers no benefit to you. But my decision about whether to write more books is based both on sales and reviews. Fewer sales and fewer reviews equal fewer books. So if you like the book and want me to write more, write a nice review now. (Bad reviews, on the other hand, come without any need for encouragement at all. People who are sensually repressed actually get enraged by the love scenes, and release their tension by writing nasty reviews, working, I'm sure, with one hand on the keyboard and one between their legs).  
 
      
 
    2. Sign up to get notified of upcoming books. Or, alternatively, check my author's page every day for the rest of your life to find out when I've written a new book. I'm not going to send you spam or offers for Viagra; just notifications for new books. 
 
      
 
    3) Read one of my many, many other books. I've written a lot of books; so many that it's become a chore to update all of my books with information about my other books. I have included just a sampling of a few of my books below, but you can see the complete list here. Go and buy some of my other books.   They're worth every penny. Where else can you find substantive, entertaining books for a reasonable price? 
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     Click here to see my books.  
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