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      Emily gaped at her doppelganger. "You're The Designer. You're The Designer." Her lips quivered, and her voice cracked as she said, "You're me."

      Her doppelganger smiled knowingly. "Let me stop you right there; I'm not you. I am The Designer. However, your reaction was expected, and is perfectly understandable. Every being with corporeal eyes that encounters me comes to the same conclusion."

      Emily was more than a little confused. Her doppelganger's words didn't make a bit of sense. Every being with corporeal eyes that encounters me comes to the same conclusion? What the hell did that mean?!

      "What happened?" she pleaded. "This has something to do with the loop, right? The time loop? It intersected again? You're...me? In the future? The past? What?"

      She was babbling, and she knew it. But she couldn't stop herself. She didn't want to stop herself. She thought she had seen and heard it all. After everything she had been through, expecting the unexpected had become second nature. Expecting the unexpected was ingrained in her. But expecting the unexpected just hadn't been enough to prepare her for the mind-bending, reality-shattering bewilderment of facing a three-dimensional mirror image of herself claiming to be the creator of all that existed in the galaxy.

      "You're me!" she exclaimed. She ceased to look at the three-dimensional mirror image of herself; she was frantically searching for the shattered remains of her reality on the cold, hard stone in front of her feet. "It's the only explanation that makes sense! You're me! You were me when I flew a shuttle over to the other Encounter, and you're me now. It's happening again!"

      She was vaguely aware of the fact that her doppelganger was speaking, as if from a place far too distant to allow her corporeal ears and her corporeal brain to connect the unintelligible syllables into something akin to intelligible words. Emily was someplace else, a terrifying place that teetered precariously on the line between order and chaos.

      She pried her eyes from the ground and fixed them on her doppelganger. "This is going to keep happening, isn't it?! Why does this keep happening to us?! When is it gonna stop?!"

      Her doppelganger smiled warmly and put its hands up. "Take a breath," it said softly, soothingly. "Take a deep breath―in through your nose, out through your mouth. Can you do that for me?"

      Despite the perplexity of what she was facing, there was something comforting about the way her doppelganger spoke.

      "I can try," she said meekly, her eyes softening.

      She hesitated, as if waiting for her doppelganger to give her the okay.

      "Go ahead," her doppelganger implored.

      Emily took a short, stilted breath through her nose and released an equally short, stilted breath through her mouth.

      "Again," her doppelganger prompted.

      She took another longer, smoother breath through her nose and released an equally long, smooth breath through her mouth. She repeated the act, each breath bringing a semblance of reality back to the moment, each breath softening the beat of the heart she hadn't realized was pounding.

      "Feeling better?" her doppelganger asked.

      Emily smiled tentatively. "I am...a little," she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      "Good. I'll give you a few moments before we get on with it."

      "Get on with it," she murmured between breaths.

      "The business at hand. The reason you're here."

      Emily took one last long breath through her nose and out through her mouth. "Oh, right. The reason I'm here. I'm here to see The Designer. I'm here to see you."

      "Right."

      She gestured brazenly at The Designer. "And I'm sure there's a perfectly good explanation as to why The Designer looks, dresses and sounds exactly like me." After teetering on the edge of hysteria, she was regaining her senses, and with her senses came a confidence bordering on cockiness.

      The Designer smiled confidently. "There is a perfectly good explanation, and here it is: I look exactly like you, but I don't really look anything like you."

      Emily smiled sardonically. "Thank you for clearing that up."

      The Designer laughed heartily. "I know that didn't make a bit of sense. I just wanted to see your expression."

      Emily dipped her head and cocked an eyebrow.

      The Designer jabbed a finger at her. "That's the one! That's the expression I was looking for!"

      Emily didn't know what to make of this being, but she wasn't sure she had the patience to wait around and be mocked to find out. She shook her head and turned as if making to leave, knowing full well that she wasn't going anywhere.

      "Wait!" The Designer cried out. "Don't go. I was just having a little fun with you."

      Emily faced The Designer, the slightest hint of a satisfied smile tugging at the corners of her lips. "Who are you kidding? You knew I wasn't going anywhere."

      "I knew you weren't going anywhere," The Designer conceded.

      Emily waited for her doppelganger to speak. When the words didn't come, she threw her hands up. "Well? An explanation?"

      "Right, an explanation." The Designer looked up as if pondering the question or crafting the appropriate answer. "Well, let me ask you: Why do you think I look, dress and sound exactly like you?"

      Emily rolled her eyes. "Oh, brother."

      "No, really."

      "Can't you just tell me? Do we really have to play this game?"

      The Designer placed her hands on her hips and fixed Emily with a sidelong look. "Come on. The Designer helps those who help themselves."

      "Are you for real? Did you just really refer to yourself in the third person?"

      "I did. I'm one of those. Come on. Give it a shot...for The Designer."

      Emily threw her head back and laughed. "You are one of those." Was this really happening? Weird was par for the course. Expect the unexpected. If nothing else, this Designer was certainly weird and unexpected. "Give it a shot. Okay." She tilted her head back and peered into the darkness above as The Designer had done moments earlier. The irony of mirroring her doppelganger's movements was not lost on her.

      I look exactly like you, but I don't really look anything like you, her other self had said. She was reminded of the tower. She suddenly brightened, jabbing a finger into the air. "You're like the tower!"

      The Designer raised its eyebrows. "Meaning?"

      "The tower sort of reflects its surroundings. More accurately, it seems to mimic its surroundings. You don't really look like me; you're like a mirror, mimicking my appearance."

      The Designer tilted its head from side to side as if weighing her answer. "Mmm...you're on the right track. There are some similarities there, but with my form, it's a bit different. You and your friends will look at the tower from the same vantage point and see the same thing. If you and your friends were looking at me from the same vantage point, you would each see something, or someone, different."

      "Ourselves."

      "Exactly! I'm a reflection of all who look upon me."

      Emily tilted her head as she regarded The Designer, her open mouth and shimmering eyes betraying her sense of sheer wonderment. "Just when I thought I'd seen and heard everything."

      "Well, you and your friend David have an expression: 'Weird is par for the course with us.'"

      Emily fixed The Designer with a mock glare. "You've been eavesdropping on our conversations?"

      "I'm The Designer. It goes with the territory."

      "So how exactly does this power of yours work?" Emily quipped.

      The Designer's jovial countenance suddenly turned solemn. "It's not a power. It's who I am."

      Her little joke had misfired. "I'm sorry," she said contritely.

      The Designer put up and hand and shook off her apology. "No apology necessary. You wouldn't understand. How could you?" The Designer paused as if choosing its next words carefully. "I told you it's who I am. There was once a time, long ago, when 'this power,' as you call it, was who we were."

      The Designer's meaning was unmistakable. Emily didn't know how to react. Losing a loved one was one thing; losing everybody, your entire species, was almost unimaginable. Yet, she could imagine it. She hadn't lost everybody, but she had five close friends who had lost nearly everybody they cared about, the entirety of their species outside of themselves, to the Great Migration. And she had been a part of it. She had been instrumental in that process.

      She felt it for the first time, the guilt that she should have felt all along. It had always been hanging over her, but she had held it up, kept the full weight of that guilt off of her with the poison that had been fed to her by the Great Community. It's the next stage of the evolutionary process; they are free, their minds no longer limited by the filter of the flesh; everything is shared openly; no secrets; no suspicion; no animosity. She had ingested that propaganda and asked for more and had fed that same propaganda to her five corporeal friends. But now she not only knew the truth; she felt the truth. She felt it in the expression of immeasurable loss that had just come from the mouth of her own image. It was as if she were looking in a mirror, seeing herself for the first time, and being admonished for her apathy by her own reflection.

      The guilt that had been hanging over her head came crashing down on top of her like the buildings she'd helped topple in Manhattan.

      Her legs wobbled. She thought she might collapse.

      As if there were even a vestige of doubt left, she uttered, "You're the last."

      The Designer nodded dolefully. "I'm the last."

      Emily furrowed her brow. "This neck of the woods?"

      "This galaxy."

      "So, there are others."

      "Yes, but I've never seen them...or communicated with them."

      "I'm sorry." The words seemed so hollow, meaningless. She nearly cringed, ashamed that she had bothered to give voice to such an empty platitude.

      "Our species once numbered in the hundreds of billions. We were the original inhabitants of this planet. Our species was not much different than yours. We were, and I am, bipedal. We did, and I do, have gender. We bore children, raised families, worked, played, fought, loved―just like humans."

      "You have gender," Emily said meekly. "May I ask?"

      "I am female. Of course, if any of your male counterparts were looking at me, they would see themselves." The Designer smiled. "It doesn't make me any less of a woman."

      "And your language...I assume you're not actually speaking English."

      "No, like the collectives you've been dealing with, I speak telepathically. Your brain is interpreting the telepathic signals as spoken English. That is, of course, by design. No pun intended. I try to make my guests as comfortable as possible. It helps to give them the impression that I'm speaking their language. It puts them at ease, makes them feel a little closer to home."

      There was a pressing question on Emily's lips, but The Designer didn't offer her any details on, what would seem to be, an extremely sensitive topic, and she was reticent to ask. She bit into her lower lip, as if to do otherwise would risk blurting out the question she suspected she shouldn't ask.

      "You want to know what happened to my species," The Designer offered.

      Emily smiled awkwardly. "You can read my mind?"

      "No, I can communicate telepathically, but I can't read your thoughts if you aren't attempting to communicate with me. It's just basic intuition. I would want to know if I were in your shoes.

      "Put succinctly, because we are under a bit of a time crunch here, my species evolved―just like yours."

      Emily furrowed her brow. "You mean..."

      The Designer nodded. "My species was the first to migrate to, what you refer to as, 'the Great Community.'"

      "And you were chosen to stay behind? Why?"

      The Designer shrugged as if the answer should have been obvious. "The same reason your friends were chosen to stay behind: to usher in a new era."

      "How long ago was that?"

      "About the time the first microorganisms were sent to Earth by yours truly―" She placed her hands on her chest and smiled proudly. "―about three point five billion years ago, give or take a few million years."

      Emily was astounded. "You're three point five billion years old."

      "Don't rub it in."

      "And your species selected you to stay behind?"

      The Designer shook her head slowly. "No...not my species. Someone far more powerful than myself. A force far more powerful than The Great Community. A singular entity. The creator of all that was, is and ever will be."

      Emily was puzzled by the suggestion. "God?"

      The Designer gave her a single nod.

      "But you're The Designer."

      "I'm The Designer of life in this galaxy. I am an angel of God, so to speak, an extension of God's hand. God has appointed me as the designer of life in this galaxy, just as God has appointed others to be the designers of life in their galaxies. As such, we each take the title 'The Designer.'"

      Emily shook her head, trying to fathom the isolation that The Designer must have endured for the past three point five billion years. Her human friends had been separated from their species as well, but they at least had each other.

      And as quickly the attempted justification entered her mind, she was struck by another pang of guilt, another round of shame. The small comfort of having each other was smaller than the microorganisms they had been tasked with nurturing through their infancy when placed next to the enormity of losing their entire species. Their friends and loved ones were there in the Great Community, but they were gone all the same. They were there, but they couldn't touch them, couldn't hold them. Despite being a small cog in an astronomically giant machine, she was as responsible for their plight as every member of the Great Community.

      "You're all alone," she whispered, speaking as much to the friends she had dragged into this mess as to The Designer.

      "I'm not all alone. I've created these collectives, some of whom worship me as if I'm a god, not that I've ever asked to be treated that way. It just kind of evolved that way over the natural course of time. They keep me company from time to time. But yes, when it comes to my species, I am all alone."

      The Designer smiled, but she doubted the smile was anything approaching sincere. More likely, it was a forced smile, an attempt to push away the past as quickly as possible.

      "But this isn't why you're here," The Designer said.

      The Designer extended her hand, an unspoken invitation. Emily gazed at the hand, hesitated. But there was never a moment of doubt as whether or not she would take that hand; she hadn't come all this way to turn tail and run. She just needed a moment to process it.

      She nodded, stepped forward, knowing that when she took The Designer's hand, for better or for worse, everything would change.

      Moment of truth.

      She extended her own hand and placed it in The Designer's.
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      Encounter will be waiting for you were the last words he heard before everything went dark, before his old friend Michael Bennington and the Great Community's surrounding light faded from his vision.

      David found himself sitting on the beach, his legs sprawled out in front of him. He was staring out over the ocean, the rays of the rising sun riding the water's subtle waves in his direction. As quickly as he acknowledged the beauty of the scene before him, he forgot the magic of everything that had transpired moments earlier. It took him a moment to come to the conclusion that he was in a daze, another moment to come to the conclusion that he needed to get his bearings, to figure out where he was and what he was doing, or more importantly, what he was supposed to do.

      He pried his eyes from the serenity of the sun's rays dancing across the ocean's surface and scanned his surroundings. There was a big metal box off to his left. It was familiar; he believed that it was his or that he was connected to it in some way, but he couldn't place it immediately. He squinted, as if narrowing his field of vision would somehow tell him what it was he was looking at.

      Despite the impracticality of squinting to recall a memory that wasn't quite ready to make its way to the surface of his conscious mind, a single word took shape and made its way to his lips: "Shuttle." The word came out as a soft groan.

      "The shuttle," he blurted out, the volume of his voice jumping up a notch.

      His body tensed as the floodgates opened and the memories came washing over him like a tsunami. He jumped to his feet and looked around frantically as the last vestiges of confusion faded as if the tide were pulling them out to sea.

      The vision had ended, and somehow, in some way, he had made his way back to the beach, right next to the shuttle that he and Emily had flown to the island. No, that wasn't right. Emily had taken that shuttle to the other island. This was the shuttle that Richard, Elexa and Deanna had flown to the island. Richard, Elexa and Deanna were here.

      Richard, Elexa and Deanna. Deanna.

      She's bleeding to death, and if you don't get back in there soon and help them, she won't make it.

      Michael's words slapped him across the face. He had to get back to the tower and fast; he had to help her. How was he going to help her?

      Encounter will be waiting for you.

      His eyes darted across the ocean. Beyond the glare of the orange ripples, he spotted it, bobbing out there on the ocean's surface―waiting for him. He knew what had to be done. He knew that there was only one way to save Deanna. He didn't know who he had to thank, but the only possibility for Deanna's survival had been handed to him like a gift box with a pink bow on top.

      He bolted toward the shuttle, sneakers kicking back moist sand with each frantic stride. In the five seconds it took him to cross the stretch of beach to the shuttle, he noticed that the gift even came with the convenience of an open shuttle door. No need to stop for the second it would take to slap the touchscreen panel to open the door; he leaped right in and began running his fingers over the panel the moment his rear end touched the pilot's seat. The door slid shut a moment before the shuttle ascended. He turned the shuttle toward the ocean and accelerated as fast as the shuttle would allow him.

      Encounter, the only home he had known for the past six months, gradually filled the viewport as the belly of the shuttle hugged the ocean's surface, the rising sun framing the bobbing vessel like a halo. He tapped the console to remotely open Encounter's shuttle bay doors, gradually reduced the shuttle's speed as he approached and eased the shuttle into its home. It was only upon attempting to bring the shuttle to a halt inside the shuttle bay that he realized that he was still moving a bit too fast for his liking. The shuttle slammed into the safety nets set up at the rear of the shuttle bay for just such an occasion, and, not bothering to fasten his safety harness, he was thrown forward, raising his forearms to cover his face as he slammed against the viewport. He felt some pain in his right forearm, but it was relatively minor, and he wasn't about to let it slow him down. He opened the door and leaped from the shuttle, running full steam as his sneakers hit the floor.

      As time was of the utmost importance, he used the seconds it took him to run from the shuttle bay to the cockpit to run through the very few and very basic lessons that Deanna had given him over the course of the past six months. She'd told him that the lessons might come in handy someday. He almost smiled, biting his lip in a brief moment of shame. The irony of Deanna's words might have been humorous under different circumstances, but there was nothing funny about the irony of her words under these circumstances. This was a literal life and death struggle against time.

      He ran the lessons through his head, beginning to end, like the internet pulling up a web page back in the good old days when the internet existed. He focused on the key points of those lessons, amazed at how quickly he was able retrieve the information he needed and solidify it in his mind's eye under extreme pressure.

      As he reached the cockpit, satisfied that he was able to recall the key points of Deanna's lessons, he ran the long hours spent sitting at the back of cockpit, watching Deanna pilot Encounter, through his mind's eye. Those hours had been spent on the heels of Deanna's lessons when David's interest in piloting was blossoming into fascination. That fascination would lead to the natural inclination to peak over the pilot's shoulder. He'd wanted to get a glimpse at those fingers as they'd done the work that he'd been itching to do. That natural inclination to peak over Deanna's shoulder, to study those fingers, hour after hour, day after day, week after week over the course of the past six months was about to pay off big time.

      He was ready. He had to be. He didn't have a choice. Deanna was running out of time.

      He jumped in the pilot's chair, Deanna's chair, pulled up that mental image of running his fingers over the console one last time and used it as a cheat sheet. He ran his fingers over the console and brought the mammoth vessel to life.

      He was nearly giddy over the power lying just beneath his fingertips. His heart began to pound. His characteristic insecurity, his all-too-frequent self-defeating belief that he just wasn't the brave soul he would like to be, was swept aside, thrown from the airlock. This was the man he had always wanted to be.

      He tapped the console and gaped through the viewport as the ship ascended. The tower came into full view. Deanna was in there. She was bleeding to death, and the power to save her was in his hands.
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      Richard didn't have the heart to tell her that Deanna wasn't going to make it. He wasn't even sure he was ready to tell himself that she wasn't going to make it. But he was a scientist and a pragmatist. Pragmatism told him that she was losing too much blood to hope for anything other than the worst possible outcome. If he had something more to work with, something akin to a first aid kit, he could hope to put off the inevitable a little longer. But he didn't have that. He had the curtains that Elexa had torn from the windows pressed against the gaping wound in a valiant but futile attempt to stop the bleeding. But it wouldn't stop. It just kept seeping up through the fabric, pooling up between his fingers before running over his hands to join the growing pool of blood on the floor.

      Nope. She wasn't going to make it. The pragmatist that made up a huge percentage of his persona told him that she just didn't stand a chance, and he was already devastated, the tears welling in his eyes forcing him to turn his head away from the already distraught Elexa standing a few feet away for fear that telling her that Deanna wasn't going to make it wouldn't be necessary.

      He felt a tear slip down his cheek and quickly wiped it away with the sleeve of his shirt, knowing that the cat was probably already out of the bag. His body language had already told Elexa the entire story.

      "She's going to make," Elexa sobbed. "She has to make it." Richard knew exactly where she was going with this. It wasn't just desire on Elexa's part. She was reasoning. "She was on the other Encounter, the inbound Encounter, the future Encounter. She has to survive if she came back through the wormhole."

      Richard nodded frantically. "You're right," he lied. "She's going to make it."

      He wanted it to be true. He even allowed himself a second to entertain the plausibility of Elexa's reasoning. But once again, pragmatism reared its ugly head. Elexa's faulty logic was based on the assumption that nothing in the timeline would change, but as they had already discussed, the timeline had been polluted when the past and future Encounters rendezvoused. The moment they laid eyes on their future counterparts, their own paths had been altered. The knowledge that they would come back through the wormhole would force them to question every decision going forward which would, in turn, force them to make different decisions than their future counterparts had made. Despite witnessing their own ship heading back to Earth, that event could very well not happen based on the choices they had made after the two ships rendezvoused. The best evidence that he could provide to Elexa and himself that the timeline had already been drastically altered was Deanna. She was on the inbound Encounter, but the chances of survival for the very same person lying before him were slim to non-existent.

      He was suddenly ashamed of himself. He was so ashamed that if he weren't using both hands to smother the wound, he would have punched himself. Who the hell did he think he was?! Sure, he was a pragmatist, but Deanna was his surrogate daughter. Oh, to hell with this surrogate nonsense! Deanna was his daughter. Period. She deserved better than the pragmatist. She deserved the optimist who clung to hope when hope was the only thing left to cling to. He had that. He had hope. And he wasn't about to let it go, not without a fight.

      His composure be damned, he turned his tear-slicked eyes back to his blood-drenched hands, lifted his body and brought everything he had left in his body and soul down on the wound, actually visualized the flowing blood cut off, the current halted like a river stalled by a freshly constructed dam.

      "Is she even alive?" Elexa's quivering voice sounded, cutting into his resolve. He was surprised that she'd asked the question. She'd been the more optimistic of the two. He wished she hadn't asked it, because it forced him to consider the possibility that he was attempting to save somebody who was long past saving. He hadn't checked her vitals, as he was putting every ounce of energy into stopping the bleeding. He couldn't tell if her torso was rising and falling, as his vision was blurred by a combination of tears and the sweat running from his forehead. He couldn't feel if her torso was rising and falling, because he was putting so much pressure on the wound. Of course, there was always the possibility that he couldn't feel her body rising and falling, because she wasn't breathing.

      She suddenly gasped, a breath drawn in through her mouth so quickly that she craned her neck, tilting her head back before bringing it to rest in its original position. Richard was hopeful enough to focus on her torso, and his hope was rewarded with the sight of her torso rising and falling ever so slightly.

      He allowed himself the briefest of smiles and said, "She's alive."

      He heard the long sigh of relief escape Elexa's mouth. The pragmatist was tempted to tell him that there was nothing to be relieved about, but he knew he wouldn't be kidding anybody. He certainly wasn't kidding himself. The pragmatist was sitting in the back seat. The optimist was behind the wheel, and the optimist was every bit as relieved as Elexa was.

      The optimist bit his lower lip to keep from smiling prematurely when it appeared that his resolve to stop the bleeding was paying off. The blood was no longer pooling between his fingers.

      "The bleeding has stopped," Elexa said hopefully, giving his own sense of hope a healthy dose of adrenaline. She was far from out of the woods. She was smack-dab right in the middle of the woods on the coldest winter night, but there was no denying that her situation had improved ever so slightly.

      He studied the gaps between his fingers a moment longer before nodding vigorously. "It has," he confirmed. He allowed himself his very own much-needed sigh of relief.

      "Why did he do this?" Elexa asked, as if Deanna was already on the short road to recovery and the time was appropriate to discuss George's motive for burying a dagger in Deanna's chest.

      Appropriate or not, Richard said, "He clearly wasn't in control of his actions, neither of them were. They were clearly being manipulated or controlled in some way."

      "They," Elexa muttered cynically, as if it had just occurred to her that Deanna had tried to stab George.

      Richard knew that Elexa had seen the dagger in Deanna's hand, but he felt the need to remind her: "She was holding a dagger as well." He nodded toward the clean dagger lying a few feet from Deanna's outstretched hand. "George didn't do this to Deanna. Deanna didn't try to stab George. Someone or something got into their heads."

      As if on cue, the man who called himself "Sebastian Díaz" entered the room, a forlorn George following on his heels.

      "What the hell happened here?!" Richard barked.

      George shook his head. "I don't know," he sobbed. He shifted his tear-filled eyes to the blood-soaked fabric in Richard's hands before wincing, snapping his eyes shut and turning his head, the tears spilling out from under his closed eyelids.

      "Not you," Richard clarified. He nodded at Sebastian. "You!"

      Sebastian shrugged, palms up, an expression of mock innocence tempting Richard to release Deanna's wound and knock the expression from his face. "I didn't stab her," he taunted.

      "'Guilty as charged,'" Richard reminded him, as if he needed reminding. "Those were your words. 'Guilty as charged.' You said you had something to do with this, that this was an exercise. What does that mean? What did you do?!"

      "Well, as I explained to your husband here, this was an exercise to demonstrate―successfully, I might add―that free will is an illusion. We successfully convinced these two caring, loving individuals to attack one another against there will; hence free will is an illusion."

      Richard leered at Sebastian. "What in God's name are you talking about? You sound like a raving lunatic."

      Sebastian looked at George. "Would you care to do the honors and explain to your husband what I'm talking about and why I'm not a raving lunatic?"

      "Well, I don't know if he's a raving lunatic or not, but I do know what he's talking about. Long story short, raving lunatic or not, this man believes that he's a fully sentient human being born from the unconscious mind of Emily. He says that he's an independent being but is still connected to Emily's unconscious mind. Emily is on her way to meet The Designer. When she meets with The Designer, she will merge with it, become one with it. What Sebastian witnessed, this demonstration that he believes proves that free will is an illusion, will travel through him, through Emily and into The Designer and infect The Designer like a virus. The very basis of The Designer's existence is individuality and free will, but this free will is an illusion virus will destroy The Designer or disable it or overthrow it or something along those lines." He looked at Sebastian. "Does that about sum it up?"

      Sebastian nodded. "Just about―with one little clarification." He turned his full attention to Richard. "Emily is not on her way to meet The Designer; she's there, standing face to face with it. Everything is going according to plan. She is merging with The Designer as we speak."
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      The Designer's hand was soft, like a human's, like her own. But nothing was happening. They weren't merging.

      Emily cocked an eyebrow. "Am I missing something?"

      The Designer―head down, eyes closed, as if in a state of deep meditation―said, "Any moment now."

      Emily mirrored The Designer's actions, dipping her head and closing her eyes, waiting patiently for that moment. When that moment came, it was jarring. She was pulled forward, nearly losing her balance, before coming to a sudden stop. Warm, familiar arms wrapped themselves around her torso. She heard a familiar chuckle and opened her eyes to find an identical pair of eyes gazing comically wide into her own.

      The Designer released the embrace and stepped back, a giddy smile curling her lips. "Fooled ya!"

      Emily furrowed her brow. "Is this some kind of joke?" Her voice was laced with a touch of indignation.

      The Designer's giddy smiled morphed into an apprehensive grin. "It's some kind of joke, perhaps not a very good or appropriate one, but it's also a not-so-straightforward way of telling you that much of what you've been led to believe about me and why you've come here is a bunch of nonsense." She sighed. "I'm sorry. I should have told you the truth from the outset, but I decided to have a little fun with you first. But I can hardly be blamed, can I? I've spent the better part of three point five billion years down here playing God. I don't get many visitors, and I don't get out very often. I hope you'll find it in your heart to forgive me."

      Was this Designer for real? Emily wasn't sure if her plea for forgiveness was sincere or if it and her hangdog expression were just extensions of her inappropriate and ill-timed joke.

      Emily said, "So I'm not here to join you."

      The Designer shook her head slowly. "No, Emily. You're not here to join me." She placed her hands on her hips, dropped her head and sighed as if resigned to the fact that this wasn't a laughing matter, as if prepared to tell the entire tale, one that Emily hoped wouldn't be an incredibly long one. She wanted answers, but she wanted them quickly. "The collectives, both of them, are mine. More accurately, they are me, or an extension of me."

      Emily wanted to roll her eyes. "Any chance you can cut to the chase?"

      "I am cutting to the chase. Believe it or not, this is the short version, and if you would allow me to continue uninterrupted, you'll get the short-short version."

      Emily gestured to The Designer with both hands, a non-verbal indication to continue her short-short tale.

      "Thank you," The Designer said. "As you well know, I created all life in this galaxy. I created you. I created the Great Community. And I created the collectives here on this planet. I began with the collectives. They were my first foray into creation. As such, I keep them close. And when I say close, I mean very, very close. Like any parent-child relationship, all of my designs, all of my children, including you, are a part of me. But eventually, the time comes when the parent must let the child become an adult and live independently. That is what I have done with all of you. However, that is not what I have done with the collectives. They are still extensions of me, and I can use them at will. I can be in two or more places at once. I can, and do, communicate through them. They are basically my eyes, ears, arms and legs on this world. Despite the fact that they are very close extensions of myself, they are still my children, and as such, I have granted them a tiny sliver of independence. It is amazing how far a tiny sliver of independence can take you. That tiny sliver of independence has turned into billions of years of religious fervor. They have turned me into a god and have bestowed upon me attributes that don't exist." The Designer smiled knowingly.

      Emily took the hint and nodded. "Hence, the belief that you and I will merge."

      The Designer chuckled. "It's actually more than that. They left this part out when sending you here. In granting them a tiny sliver of independence, a percentage of the collective has become disillusioned with me, or more accurately, they have become disillusioned with their warped view of me. They have turned against me and have decided to overthrow me."

      Emily smiled sardonically. "Can you blame them? You treat them like slaves and feed them the illusion that they're independent. It's an uprising. The slaves are turning against their master."

      "That's the way it is, was and always will be. And I would expect nothing less from you than to be sympathetic to their cause. It's part of your design. You took part in your very own revolution on Earth. For centuries, humanity lived under slavery of one kind or another, but whatever form that slavery took, whether it be in chains or going about your daily lives under the illusion that you were independently working to make better lives for yourself while in reality, you were financing much better lives for a select few, you eventually revolted. Those revolts varied in size and effectiveness, but the basic design was the same. Of course, it all came to a head, when you took part in the ultimate Earthly revolt―a revolt against the material world you came to call 'the Great Migration.'"

      Emily was taken aback. "You designed humanity that way. You actually designed a slave-revolt component into our DNA."

      "Of course. Does that surprise you? Look at your history. The size and scope of these repetitive events have varied, but the machinations are the same."

      "All right. So as part of this basic design, the luminous collective is trying to overthrow you. It's a safe bet that I have something to do with that."

      "They sent you here to merge with me in the hopes that you would infect me with what they call a 'virus.'"

      Emily furrowed her brow. "A virus. I'm infected with some sort of virus?"

      "No, you're not. That belief is just another example of their religious fervor. I don't know where they get this stuff from. The virus is a suggestion. The plan was to plant the suggestion in your unconscious mind that free will is an illusion. My very existence is dependent on free will. When you were to merge with me, the virus in the form of this suggestion would infect me and blah, blah, blah. You get the point."

      A sense of foreboding came over Emily, perhaps triggered by The Designer's reference to a suggestion planted in her unconscious mind, as that is where the sense seemed to originate, from deep within her, so deep that she couldn't identify the nature of the feeling. But it wasn't paranoia. She knew paranoia, and this wasn't it. This was something she had witnessed but something that she couldn't recall, but the feelings associated with the event were hitting her all at once, practically knocking her off her feet. She felt faint and took one step back to steady herself.

      "Something terrible has happened," Emily said.

      "I can't tell you what it is."

      Emily was nonplussed. "What do you mean you can't tell me what it is?"

      "To tell you the truth at this point would send you running out of here, and I cannot let you leave until I've told you everything you need to know."

      Emily was indignant. Throwing her hands up in the air and taking a step toward The Designer, she said, "How can you expect me to hear anything you have to tell me when I know that something is terribly wrong?!"

      "David's got it covered," The Designer countered. "Will that make it easier for you to hear what I have to say?"

      "David's got what covered?! What the hell does that mean?!"

      The Designer threw her head back and sighed, clearly weighing the pros and cons of telling Emily what she wanted to know.

      "You may as well just tell me," Emily reasoned. "This conversation isn't going anyplace until you do."

      Appearing resigned to the fact that Emily had won this debate, The Designer said, "Okay. Here goes. There was an incident in the tower. Your friend Deanna was stabbed in the chest. She's lost a lot of blood."

      Emily gasped, foreboding morphing instantly into a full state of panic. She turned to run, only to feel the clasp of The Designer's hand on her wrist. She was yanked back, The Designer using her free hand to grab Emily's upper arm and pull her in close. They were nose to identical nose as The Designer said firmly, "You will never make it on time!"

      "I have to try!" Emily retorted.

      "It took you how long to get down here? Four hours? Traveling downhill? And you're in awful shape. You barely made it. How long do you think it'll take you to walk uphill? You won't even make it, not without my help."

      "You can help me?" Emily asked. "If you can help me get to the top, then help me!"

      "I will help you get to the top after you hear what I have to tell you. But by that time, the situation will have already been resolved." Emily was taken aback by The Designer's seeming insensitivity to Deanna's plight. The situation will have already been resolved? That could mean just about anything. For better or worse, nearly everything is resolved over the natural course of time. "I told you that David is on top of it. He is the best chance that Deanna has right now. The best chance that all of you have, and I mean the entire human race, is for you to stay put and listen to me."

      Emily considered The Designer's words for a moment. She knew she wasn't getting back to the surface anytime soon. She might not even make it at all without The Designer's help. David was in the best position to help Deanna. But it was The Designer's last sentence that prompted Emily to nod, indicating that she was ready to hear the rest of The Designer's tale.

      When her tense muscles softened, when it became clear to herself and The Designer that she wasn't going anywhere, Emily was released from The Designer's grasp. It wasn't an especially aggressive grasp, but it was firm enough to convey the urgency of the information The Designer had to share with her.

      "Thank you," The Designer said, sounding sincere.

      "Is she going to be okay?" When The Designer didn't respond immediately, when her sheepish expression told Emily that Deanna's survival was in doubt, Emily said, "Does she have a chance?"

      The Designer's identical eyes met Emily's. "Yes, she has a chance." Once again, she sounded sincere.

      Emily wasn't sure she could expect much more, and though she was emotionally wounded to know that she couldn't do anything to help Deanna, she pushed that emotional wound as far from her mind as she was capable of and said, "Let's hear it."

      The Designer nodded but hesitated, giving Emily the distinct feeling that more bad news was just around the bend.
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      Richard fixed Sebastian with a derisive look. "That settles it; you're a lunatic, a stark-raving lunatic."

      "I wouldn't expect you to understand," Sebastian said. "But you will, all in good time."

      "There's nothing to understand. What you're talking about doesn't make sense. It's madness."

      "After everything you've seen since arriving on this planet," Sebastian countered, "you really find what I'm telling you so difficult to believe? You were escorted to the Kingdom by a group of three-dimensional shadows, but you're still too pig-headed to accept the possibility that what I'm telling you is true."

      Richard said, "Speaking of which, when we first encountered your collective, those luminous beings, they appeared to be human. What the hell was that all about?"

      "Both collectives have the power to conceal their identities."

      "Shape-shifters?" Richard asked, the scientist in him astounded that he had just used the term.

      "No, not exactly. Their forms don't actually change. They're just very skilled illusionists. To corporeal eyes, they can appear as just about anything. In your case, for their purposes, they appeared as humans."

      "To what end?"

      "We had our suspicions about Deanna. As you well know, she encountered the darker elements of our society. She communicated with them. We were, and still are, a bit suspicious. Whatever they were up to, it wasn't good, not for us. We theorized that the darker elements of our society would try to disguise one of their own as Deanna in an attempt to gain access to the tower. The only way to know for sure was to test her. If she were one of the darker elements of our world, that darker element would have sensed the luminous collective approaching. She would have seen right through the ruse immediately. More than likely, she would have been frightened. Her body language would have given her away.

      "If the darker elements of your world can sense the luminous collective, can't the luminous collective sense the darker elements of your world?"

      "No, because the luminous collective is corporeal. They have eyes with which to see. The darker elements of our world are non-corporeal. They don't have eyes with which to see. They are beings of pure consciousness, and as such, they see with their minds. Like the Great Community, the intuitive abilities of the darker elements of our society are heightened exponentially. They don't see as corporeal beings do; they feel."

      Richard smirked. "They sound like highly evolved beings. Perhaps all of this animosity toward the darker elements of your world is due to basic flesh and blood jealousy."

      Sebastian returned the smirk. "If that's what you'd like to believe."

      They regarded each other in silence, glaring into one another's eyes like a couple of schoolboys engaged in a stare down. Sebastian's return smirk had faded, but, real or imagined, Richard sensed Sebastian's desire to smile broadly, proudly, mockingly. He could almost see the imaginary smile beginning to curl the corners of Sebastian's mouth just beneath that scraggly, unkempt beard, and he wanted to jump to his feet and use his blood-soaked hands to rip that imaginary forming smile from his very real face.

      "Richard!" Elexa shrieked. Richard instinctively knew why Elexa had yelled his name a second before she followed with, "It's bleeding again!"

      He wanted to kick himself. The barely suppressed desire to jump to his feet and pounce on Sebastian had caused him to lean forward―to lean toward Sebastian like a predator preparing to strike―resulting in his hands sliding from the wound and the blood flowing freely once again.

      "Damn it!" he exclaimed as he covered the wound and leaned into it.

      Once again, the blood rose between his fingers and spilled over his hands to join the pool of blood at Deanna's side.

      He wanted to do more than kick himself; he wanted to scream; he wanted to curse; he wanted to cry; he wanted to beat himself senseless. He had given Deanna a chance, but that chance proved to be more fleeting than he had expected due to the undeniable fact that he had allowed his anger toward Sebastian to take precedence over his commitment to saving Deanna's life. She'd had a chance, but he'd blown that chance for her. It was all over. The pragmatist was back with a vengeance, and it was screaming in his ear that Deanna's life was about to end, and it was going to be his fault.

      He dropped his head, the grief pushing its way against his clamped eyelids, forcing sobs to escape his lips. It wasn't as dark behind those clamped eyelids as he would have liked. He could still see the blood in his mind's eye, could still see Deanna's ashen face. The grief and the guilt were still with him behind those clamped eyelids, as was that terrifying moment yet to come, that moment when he would have to let go of the wound, stand and tell Elexa that it was all over.

      Yes, it was dark behind those clamped eyelids, but not as dark as he would have liked. It could stand to be a lot darker. Next, to having the power to save Deanna's life, he would love nothing more than to retreat into complete darkness where he wouldn't have to see the blood, the ashen face, where he wouldn't feel the grief and the guilt, where he wouldn't be stalked by that moment yet to come.

      And just as soon as he conceded that the darkness behind his clamped eyelids would never be dark enough, another shade of darkness descended upon him. It wasn't the darkness of some inner world; it was out there, all around him. The darkness was accompanied by an all-too-familiar hum, gasps of surprise and Elexa's jubilant cry of "Encounter!"

      Richard opened his eyes and looked over his shoulder to find the modicum of hope that he thought he'd lost, the hope he had already given up on. Encounter was hovering next to the landing platform, blocking the rays of the rising sun. David was standing at the open airlock frantically waving them toward the vessel. His mouth was moving, but Richard wasn't hearing a word. He was already in action mode, his mind jumping to the one remaining hope to save Deanna's life.

      "George, Elexa, help me carry her! She only has one chance!"
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      "She only has one chance!" They were the first words she'd heard after everything had gone black. At least she thought she'd heard them. Maybe she'd felt them, felt the sharp words as they had been pushed violently into her chest. The words were sharp all right. She only has one chance! Those were some violent words. Those were some potentially lethal words. She was beginning to remember. The words had formed a blade. They were a weapon. They had punctured her chest and made their way to her brain where they were just bouncing around, waiting for the haze of extreme confusion to lift and give some semblance of meaning to their existence.

      It's so dark in here, she thought. So cold. It shouldn't be this dark. It shouldn't be this cold. It shouldn't be this lonely.

      But it wasn't lonely. She had the words to keep her company.

      No, that's just silly, she thought as the haze of extreme confusion lifted ever so slightly. The words weren't keeping her company any more than they had formed a blade and had been plunged into her chest. That was the extreme confusion bordering on delirium.

      Oh, just face it, Deanna; it was delirium. Period. But she was coming out of it. This cold, dark, not quite so lonely world was beginning to come together, beginning to make a bit of sense. The darkness was even beginning to lift a bit. A light in the distance was beginning to wink at her, and she began to blink in response to the intensity of the light, blink with each flash of light as if keeping time with it. And she realized that she was blinking in time with the flashing light. Then she realized that there was no flashing light at all. Her eyelids were fluttering. She was coming out of whatever spell it was that she had been under. She was opening her eyes. Faces were forming. And the first face she saw was the brightest light in her life.

      Elexa's face floated above her open eyes. The backdrop of that lovely face appeared to be moving...or she and Elexa were moving. Her view of Elexa was just bouncing along. She was being carried. Why was she being carried?

      Then she felt something like a dull, throbbing ache coming from somewhere outside of her field of vision.

      What happened to me? were the words that came to mind. As confused as she was, she knew instinctively that transporting the words from her brain to her mouth would be a tall order, but she decided to give it a shot.

      "Wha..." she just barely managed to whisper. "What..." Another barely audible whisper, but she was making progress. She managed to get Elexa's frenetically dancing eyes to stop dancing and look into hers.

      Elexa's eyes were puffy, her cheeks were stained with tears, and Deanna knew instantly that something terrible had happened. But that terror-stricken expression at once lit up. There was hope in her eyes, and with that hope came a smile.

      Deanna attempted to smile back. She doubted that she pulled off anything approaching an enthusiastic smile, but she was pretty sure she felt the corners of her mouth rising ever so slightly. That would have to do for the time being.

      Elexa leaned in close, her face bouncing an inch from hers, and said, "Everything's going to be okay."

      Deanna felt her head move. She was pretty sure she nodded before everything went black.

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      But only for a minute or two. The darkness lifted and with it, the haze. She was more alert. Her perception of time and space were returning. She was being carried through the corridor. She recognized the upper walls and the ceiling, although she had never quite looked at the ceiling before. She'd had no reason to, and she hoped she would never have reason to again.

      She lifted her head ever so slightly. George, the man who had stabbed her, holding her legs. How ironic. She didn't hold it against him. She had tried to stab him as well. Why in God's name had she tried to stab him? Why in God's name did he try to stab her?

      Richard was at her side, his hands pressed against the blood-drenched fabric covering the stab wound. She was no doctor, but she knew that the amount of blood in her field of vision and the cold that was causing every muscle in her body to shake were pretty good indications that she had lost a significant amount of blood.

      She dropped the back of her head against the stomach of the love of her life. Her arms were hooked beneath her shoulders. Deanna had to tilt her head back to get a glimpse of Elexa's face, and once she caught sight of it, she wished she hadn't. She was looking straight ahead, clearly panicking. She hated seeing Elexa in that state. She hated that she was the cause of Elexa's state of panic. She returned her head to its restful position against Elexa's stomach.

      She was placed on a cot. Elexa cradled her head.

      Richard said, "George, get me―"

      "I'm already on it," George interjected.

      Regenerative medicine were going to be Richard's next words. That should do the trick.

      "Everything's going to be okay," Elexa said softly.

      "I know," Deanna managed to whisper, gazing serenely into Elexa's downcast eyes. She didn't feel any pain; she didn't feel any discomfort; she was just cold, but she knew that that too would soon pass once the regenerative medicine worked its magic.

      Lying with her head cradled in Elexa's arms, she felt that if she were to die, this would be a pretty good way to go. But it wasn't her time to go. She knew that she had been saved as she watched George stick the needle into her chest next to the blood-drenched fabric, watched George push the syringe's plunger, watched the liquid being pushed from the syringe and into her body.

      She already had the permanent dose of regenerative medicine in her body. She had received her dose as an infant along with most of her world's population back when her world had a population. There had been no need for measles, mumps and rubella vaccinations. Regenerative medicine did away with all of that. It had been a one-stop shop for all that ailed humanity, the one and only vaccination that anybody would ever need to keep them safe, happy and healthy members of whatever society they'd been a part of.

      She didn't know just how fast an additional dose of the stuff would work, but in conjunction with the dose she'd received as a child, she figured it would work pretty quickly.

      All the evidence she would ever need appeared right before her eyes as Richard pulled the blood-soaked fabric away, wiping away some of the blood with it. She expected it to work quickly but not this quickly. The wound was closing right before her eyes, and as quickly as it closed, any trace that there had ever been a wound vanished.

      With some effort, she raised her torso up onto her forearms. She was still weak; she was still cold. But that would soon change. She was going to live, and this second chance at life gave new meaning to everything she thought she'd believed about life.

      She wanted to jump; she wanted to scream; she wanted to dance...when she was ready. And she knew she was far from ready, a fact reinforced by Richard's tender touch on her forehead, urging her to lay back.

      "You're going to need plenty of rest," he advised.

      Deanna smiled, nodded and reclined her upper body. "I can't believe it," she groaned. Her voice was hoarse as if she'd been screaming. "I'm gonna live." She ran a hand across her torso, felt the blood that had saturated her shirt, and smiled broadly, reminded of just how close she had come to death's door. "I'm covered in blood, but I'm alive."

      Elexa sidled up next to Richard. She ran a hand through Deanna's hair and smiled. I'll get you some towels and a change of clothes. We'll get you cleaned up in a jiffy."

      "I love you," Deanna whispered.

      Elexa's smile broadened. "I love you back."
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      "She's going to be okay," Richard attempted to reassure Elexa, his arm wrapped around her shoulders as they walked slowly through the corridor, pulling her in tight against him as if holding her up. It was such a papa thing to do, and despite the fact that she wasn't totally convinced, she appreciated the effort.

      David quietly supported Richard's reassurances with the occasional "Yeah," "I agree" or "Uh-huh," and she appreciated his efforts every bit as much as she appreciated Richard's.

      The fact of the matter was that they were probably right; she was probably going to be okay. But she was probably going to be okay wasn't good enough. She was probably going to be okay implied that there was a chance, however small, that she wasn't going to be okay and after losing a husband and two children at a time when everything seemed to be more than just okay, the risk of losing Deanna, however small that risk was, had the natural consequence of making her feel as if she had already lost her.

      She wondered what was wrong with her. She had been given hope in the form of the probability that Deanna would eventually make a full recovery. Hope should have been everything, but her natural inclination was to focus on the other possibility that that probability implied. She didn't want hope. She wanted certainty.

      She wasn't particularly fond of leaving Deanna, but there wasn't much more that she or anybody else could do for her. Deanna's health was vitally important, but her recovery didn't give Elexa a permission slip to neglect her duties as captain. She still had a ship to run. To her pleasant surprise, it appeared that she wouldn't have to run it alone.

      "Where did you learn to fly?" she asked David. She adored his sheepish smile, his blushing cheeks. She felt like a mother just realizing her little boy was becoming a man.

      "Uh, Deanna gave me a few on the ground lessons. I've never actually flown before...until now."

      Elexa shook her head. Good old Deanna. She had saved her own life.

      "And I spent a lot of time watching the two of you," he continued. "It wasn't that difficult."

      "Okay, well now you're just gloating."

      David chuckled.

      Elexa said, "You think you can get over your inflated ego long enough to help me fly this thing?"

      David appeared stunned.

      "Wait a minute," Richard chimed in. "What about George?"

      "No," Elexa said flatly.

      "No? He designed the ship. He's more than capable."

      "And he's been compromised," Elexa countered. "I don't trust him, not with this ship. I'm not even sure I trust him on this ship." She didn't want to look at him. She knew he would be shocked by her words, but the fact remained, she had a ship to run, and George posed a potential threat.

      "You're joking," Richard said.

      "I'm not. In fact, I've already come to a decision." She stopped and turned on her heels to face Richard. "George is back in the tower with that man who claims to be Sebastian Díaz, right?"

      Richard furrowed his brow. "Yes. You're not thinking of leaving without him, are you?"

      Elexa spun on her heels and walked through the airlock to the open outer airlock door. She looked out over the landing platform but didn't see George. She was thankful. She didn't want to see his reaction.

      She placed her hand on the touchscreen panel next to the door and looked at Richard. "I'm not thinking of leaving without him; I'm doing it."

      She pressed the panel, and the door slid shut with a hiss.

      Richard approached her and placed his hands on her forearms. "No, we're not leaving here without him!"

      Elexa glanced at his hands before meeting his eyes. "You're gonna wanna take your hands off me," she said softly but authoritatively.

      Richard immediately removed his hands and took a step back.  "We just had this discussion. George wasn't in control of his actions. Neither was Deanna."

      "Regardless, Deanna is no longer a threat; George is." She looked to David, standing with his mouth agape at the open inner airlock door. "Take us out of here, David. I'll be along in a moment to help you."

      "Now, wait," Richard protested. "Let's think this through."

      Ignoring Richard, Elexa said, "David, you have your orders."

      David nodded and took a step toward the cockpit.

      "David, please wait!" Richard pleaded.

      Elexa took an aggressive step toward Richard. "Excuse me! I am the captain of this vessel. I am responsible for the safety and the security of the crew under my command. And I am calling the shots."

      Richard dipped his head submissively. "I understand that," he conceded. "And you're right. You are the captain. You're calling the shots. I was out of line, and I apologize."

      "David―" Elexa began.

      "But," Richard interjected softly, "I'm asking you, I am begging you, to please give this situation a moment. George is out there. We are in here. The door is sealed. We're not in a rush to take off, and we don't have anywhere to rush off to. Might I remind you that we still don't have the rock, the very reason we came here in the first place?"

      "Screw the rock!" Elexa retorted. "Might I remind you that we are not out of the woods yet. We've encountered two collectives that apparently have the power to control our minds. The danger is inherent in just being here. We need to get the hell out of here. It's time to go."

      "Fair enough. Just being here puts us at risk."

      "Please don't patronize me."

      "I'm not patronizing you. I'm pleading with you. You said a moment ago that you're responsible for the safety and security of the crew under your command. George is a member of your crew. I don't want to say that you would be negligent in your duties if you were to leave him behind, but..."

      Elexa regarded him for a moment. "But I would be negligent in my duties if I were to leave him behind."

      Richard didn't respond, and Elexa didn't need him to. She wasn't even sure if she'd actually had any intention of leaving him behind. She'd fully expected Richard to mount a passionate protest, giving her time to sort out what exactly she'd intended to do about George. If David hadn't stopped in his tracks on his way to the cockpit, if he had made it to the cockpit and departed, she was pretty sure that she would have turned the ship around at some point and gone back for George.

      "You make a strong case, papa." She walked past him and patted him on the shoulder. "He's your responsibility. If he gets out of line, I'm throwing him out the airlock."

      Richard glanced over his shoulder as she reached the outer airlock door. "You're not serious."

      She turned and grinned slightly. "Do you think I'm serious?"

      With a trace of uncertainty in his tone, he said, "No...I don't."

      Elexa's smile widened ever so slightly. "Good answer."

      A knock came at the outer airlock door. Elexa looked past Richard to see George's face in the window. "He's all yours."

      Richard reached for the touchscreen panel as Elexa turned away.

      "Oh no!" Richard exclaimed. "He's not coming with us!"

      Elexa turned back toward the airlock to see Sebastian lurking behind George.
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      "The virus that was meant to infect me," The Designer began, "the demonstration that free will is an illusion, you witnessed that. You witnessed the altercation that resulted in Deanna's condition."

      Emily was nonplussed, but simultaneously, The Designer's words made perfect sense. She knew without knowing how she knew that The Designer was telling her the truth. And she knew without knowing how she knew that that truth went hand in hand with something that might be too painful for her to bear.

      "I'm surprised," The Designer said after a moment's pause. "You didn't ask me the question I was sure was coming."

      "I don't think I want to know," Emily confessed.

      The Designer nodded. "That’s understandable. You know that I'm telling you the truth, and that knowledge comes with a sense of foreboding. Unfortunately, whether or not you ask the question, I have to tell you the hard truth. And ironically, it's a truth I've already imparted to you. And deep down inside, you already know the truth; you're just not ready to acknowledge it."

      Emily shook her head and looked away as the tears made their way to the surface. It was a wound that had always been there, a wound that she covered with bandage after bandage, but the wound just wouldn't heal, because she wouldn't let it. And so the wound remained and continued to sting because she just couldn't let it go; she couldn't let go of the pain, because she feared that letting go of the pain meant letting go of the love. But she knew that that was nonsense. The man was truly gone, but the love he gave to her was infinite.

      "He's not my father," she conceded, doing everything in her power to keep the tears in her eyes from flowing down her cheeks.

      "He's not." The Designer's tone was soft, sympathetic. "I'm sorry."

      "It's okay." Emily kept her head down, hands on her hips. She kicked at the dirt, choking back the few tears that she wasn't able to keep at bay. Despite her best efforts, a solitary tear escaped her left eye and settled on her upper lip. "Like you said, deep down inside I already knew that. I just didn't want to accept it." She sniffled and swiftly wiped the tear away from the left side of her face. She knew that it was pointless to hide her feelings, so she stopped trying. "You tried to tell me when you were...when you looked like..." She was stammering, trying to find the words to make some semblance of sense of The Designer's unique abilities.

      The Designer smiled and raised a hand. "I know what you're trying to say. I tried to tell you the truth about your father through the individual that took Deanna's form."

      "Why did that individual take Deanna's form? Or why did you have that individual take Deanna's form?"

      "For the same reason that Richard, Elexa and Deanna were greeted by members of the luminous collective in human form. It was a test. I wanted to be sure that you were really Emily Díaz and not one of the luminous collective in the form of Emily Díaz. A member of the luminous collective would have sensed that Deanna's doppelganger was not Deanna. But of course, you are indeed you."

      Emily furrowed her brow. "But they are you. Or am I missing something?"

      "They are not me. They are a part of me, and I am a part of them. I can communicate through them; I can become one of them, using them to travel from place to place; But no, I am not them. I have given them a modicum of free will, a modicum of individuality. They, like most species, have taken that modicum of free will and individuality and run amok with it. As I already explained, some of them have formed outlandish theories regarding myself that deviate from reality. It would not be above them to use your form to get close to me."

      "But you can communicate through them; you can become them. I'm not doubting you, but if that's true, wouldn't you see through the disguise? If one of those individuals had taken my form, couldn't you try to become the individual to get to the truth?"

      "I can become some of them, but not all of them. Like I said, I have given these beings a modicum of free will and individuality. It's amazing how far one can get with so little. Some of them have become keenly aware of the ways in which I have been using them and have developed the skills necessary to keep me out."

      "It sounds like they've declared their independence."

      "Indeed," The Designer agreed. "You give them a little taste of freedom, and they want to take it all."

      Emily was taken aback by the seeming insensitivity of The Designer's remarks. "Well, as you just said yourself, you're using them. Is it any wonder that some of them would want to rebel?"

      "No, it isn't, which is why I spend most of my time down here under the protection of a select few, individuals I've kept close to me for a very long time, individuals I can trust."

      Emily was reminded of the ten clean sarcophagi. "Ten individuals," she remarked. "You have ten individuals protecting you down here."

      The Designer smiled. "You're observant."

      "And the others? There has to be thousands of individuals in that room."

      "They're resting...eternally. The shadow collective were once corporeal beings. They were once part of the luminous collective. When they evolved beyond the luminous collective, when they were ready to break free from the filter of the flesh as you have, they were given a choice: remain confined to this world as non-corporeal beings knowing that they will never be completely free, knowing that I will need to use them from time to time, or pass on."

      "Pass on," Emily said cynically. "You mean die."

      The Designer smirked. "Does that surprise you? Everything dies sooner or later. They were given free will, and they were given a choice. The individuals who chose to stay with me as non-corporeal beings have had their lives extended by tens of thousands of years. The individuals who chose to pass on made that choice of their own free will."

      "But the choice they were given was serve you or perish," Emily charged. "That's despotic."

      "You're reading this the wrong way. Their evolution is guided by their designer―me, just as your evolution is guided by your designer―once again, me. Without my guidance to that next phase of evolution, the individuals who chose to stay would have died naturally anyway. I wouldn't have killed them, just as I didn't kill the individuals who chose to pass on. They died naturally. It was their time."

      Emily shuddered as the whole truth of what The Designer was revealing dawned on her. "This is exactly what happened on Earth."

      The Designer shook her head. "No, not exactly. The individuals I designed on this planet were my first designs, and as such, they weren't granted the free will that I would later grant to species on the multitude of other planets throughout the galaxy. I don't use species on other planets as I use the collectives here on this planet. Every species on every planet is free to evolve on their own without interference from me."

      Emily cocked an eyebrow. "Yet, here I am."

      The Designer smiled. "Yet, here you are. Things have changed. Push has come to shove, and I feel that it is my responsibility to step in just long enough to make sure that the situation doesn't get completely out of hand."

      "What situation?"

      "This is why I brought you here, Emily. I need your help."
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      "Just hear him out," George pleaded.

      Richard was indignant. "Hear him out?!" he exclaimed. "After everything he's said?! After everything he's done?! He treated us like lab rats! He manipulated you! He manipulated Deanna! He's the reason Deanna's―"

      "I have the rock!" Sebastian interjected.

      That got Richard's attention. His eyes narrowed and were drawn to something cradled in Sebastian's arms. The object was wrapped in dark cloth.

      Sebastian grinned. "I have something you want; you have something I want."

      Richard shrugged. "What do we have that you want?"

      "My daughter."

      "You want Emily? Well, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but we don't have Emily. She's not with us, and even if she were with us, do really think we would hand her over to you as if she were a possession to be bartered?"

      "No, she is not your possession; she's nobody's possession. I don't want to own Emily. I want what you have. I want her in my life. I want to be a part of her life."

      Richard hesitated, searching his brain for a line of reasoning that would get him the rock without having to take Sebastian along. He wanted Emily in his life, and he wanted to be a part of hers. He wasn't sure where he would take this argument, but he felt that he had a pretty good jumping off point.

      "That's not really up to us, is it?" Richard said. "What if she doesn't want to be a part of your life? She's going to find out what you've done. She probably already knows."

      "That will be between my daughter and I. All I'm asking for is a chance to make my case to her. If she doesn't want anything to do with me, I'll stay here, and you can have the rock."

      Elexa said, "If we let you on board, what's to stop us from keeping the rock and blowing you out the airlock."

      Richard was stunned. Was she actually considering letting Sebastian come aboard? Moments earlier, she had threatened to leave George, her surrogate uncle, behind. Why wasn't she mounting the same passionate protest when it came to letting the man―or in Sebastian's case, the being―who was actually responsible for Deanna's condition on board? He wanted to argue as fiercely as she had argued against letting George come on board moments earlier, but first, he wanted to hear Sebastian's response to her question.

      "Knowledge," Sebastian responded.

      Elexa shrugged, palms up. "All right. That's a bit cryptic. We're going to need a little more than that."

      "Of course you are," Sebastian said. "And here it is: I am intimately familiar with the DNA in these microorganisms. I can help you."

      "That's it?!" Richard scoffed. "We don't need you for that. We're perfectly capable of decoding the DNA ourselves. It took us a matter of minutes with the first rock you sent to us."

      "Ah, but there is more to this DNA than meets even your perfectly capable eye, Richard, something you missed that last time you decoded the DNA, something you will most certainly miss again, even if you're looking for it. And trust me when I tell you it is no small thing. It is something monumental, something that will change the shape of your world in ways you can't possibly imagine."

      "Why should we believe you?" Elexa asked. "After everything you've done to us, how can you possibly expect us to believe anything you tell us?"

      "He's telling the truth," George said meekly.

      Elexa narrowed her eyes and placed her hands on her hips. "How would you know?"

      "He showed me."

      Elexa took an aggressive step forward and pointed at George. "And after what you've done, why should we believe you?"

      Richard held a hand out toward Elexa as if asking her to exercise a little restraint. Elexa threw her hands in the air and sighed, turning on her heels and stepping away.

      "What did he show you?" Richard asked softly.

      "It would probably be better if he showed you."

      "He needs to give us something. Tell us first. If we―" He caught himself and turned toward Elexa, standing with her arms crossed in the corridor just outside the airlock. "I mean if Captain Thomas feels that it's prudent, I'm sure she'll let him―" He turned and nodded toward Sebastian. "―come aboard."

      George turned to Sebastian. Sebastian gave him a subtle nod of approval. George turned back to his crewmates and gave them his own subtle nod. "All right."
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      Emily didn't want to believe what The Designer had just told her. She couldn't believe it. Her eyes narrowed, and her face flushed as anger pushed its way to the surface. As a corporeal being before the Great Migration, she had prided herself on being one of the cool, calm and collected ones, and she would do everything in her emerging corporeal power to keep the rage at bay, but it would be a challenge.

      "I can see you're angry," The Designer commented. "But does any of this really surprise you? You've had your doubts, haven't you?"

      It was a question that she might have considered a good one had she not been on the verge of throwing a tantrum. She would consider the question after taking a few deep breaths. After all, she was, once again, one of the cool, calm and collected ones.

      She lowered her eyes and inhaled through her nose, allowing the air to fill her diaphragm before letting it out through her mouth. She took another long, slow breath, in through her nose and out through her mouth, then another. With each breath, she imagined the anger being pushed down into the pit of her stomach before being pulled up and out through her mouth to dissipate into the ether, and with each breath, she felt the anger subside.

      She was ready to consider the question The Designer had asked, and she began by considering whether or not the question was a good one. She decided that it was a good question. She had had her doubts about the Great Community, but her doubts about the Great Community were a far cry from The Designer's claims.

      No. She thought the word before deciding to say it. "No. Impossible. I was immersed in the Great Community. I was a part of it. Everything was shared." No, it wasn't. "There were no secrets." Yes, there were.

      "You can lie to me, Emily, but you can't lie to yourself. You began having doubts about the Great Community shortly before coming here."

      She shook her head as if trying to shake off the confusion. She reminded herself that, although she considered herself a corporeal being once again, she was still transitioning, and as confusing as the filter of the flesh could be, transitioning was worse.

      She searched the recesses of her ever darkening memories of that seemingly timeless moment in the Great Community for something to latch onto, something to use as a weapon against The Designer's lies, and found it.

      "They sent me here!" she exclaimed.

      "Did they? Are you sure about that? Or did you send yourself?"

      "What?! What the hell kind of nonsense is that?! I didn't send myself here." She focused on the moment. The memory was dark and vague. "It was communicated to me, by the Great Community, that I was to come here and meet with you, and so here I am."

      "Okay, two things. One, if everything is shared openly in the Great Community, why would that information need to be communicated to you? You see the contradiction? You were fully cognizant of this contradiction when the Great Community told you of my existence. That's when you began having doubts about the Great Community. And two, when you began to have doubts about the Great Community, you decided that you would seek my help in trying to figure it out."

      Emily furrowed her brow. "Figure what out?"

      "Community, individuality or both."

      Emily looked past The Designer as vague memories and strong feelings associated with those vague memories washed over her.

      "Ring a bell?" The Designer asked.

      Emily nodded slowly. "Are you gonna help me figure it out?"

      The Designer hesitated. She regarded Emily for a moment before saying, "You're not ready."

      Emily was shocked. "What?!"

      "I thought you were. I brought you here in the hopes that you were ready for it all, for the unfiltered truth about your existence. Once you learned the truth, you wouldn't need my help to figure it out. The choice, the only choice, would be clear. I tried to tell you the truth about the Great Community, and you wouldn't accept it. You're not ready to accept the truth about the Great Community. And if you're not ready for the truth about the Great Community, you're not ready the truth of your own existence. Perhaps someday, you'll be ready. Until then." The Designer gestured toward the passageway.

      Emily stood dumbfounded. "You're kidding."

      "I'm not. My children are waiting to take you back to the top."

      "No, wait a minute―" But her view of The Designer was obstructed by a wall of black smoke that surrounded her and covered her, lifted her and embraced her. She fell hard to her knees, expecting her knees to smack against the stone surface, but the smoke held her, supported her. It was comfortable, intoxicating. The trickles of light that had managed to penetrate the black cloud were cut off as she was consumed by the darkness. She was comfortable enough to allow herself to fall sideways, her head resting on her outstretched arm. She kept her eyes open. She stared vacantly into the lightless void and would have pondered what had happened to her and what her next move should be had she not been so intoxicated.

      When the first rays of morning light began to penetrate the seemingly impenetrable wall of black smoke, she winced, cowering as the rays tickled her body, clamping her eyes shut and covering her face with her hands to keep the light from invading her senses all at once.

      But she needed at least one hand to keep from falling over onto whatever soft, moist surface she was sitting on, and when she planted one hand on the soft, moist surface, she found herself pulling up a handful of what could only be wet sand. She didn't need to uncover and open her eyes to know where The Designer's children had left her. The clump of wet sand in her grip and the unmistakable sound of waves rolling in was all the confirmation she needed.

      She had left the void, or the void had left her, and she was alone again. She removed her hand from her face and opened her eyes, squinting as her eyes adjusted to the morning light dancing on the rolling waves. The intoxicant provided by the smoke was gone, and she was suddenly overcome by feelings of disappointment, loss, rejection and profound sadness. She had failed. Whatever her personal mission had been, whatever it was that had inspired her to seek The Designer, she had failed, and she had been rejected. The Designer had sent her packing.

      She had half a mind to stand, march back to The Designer and demand the answers, all of the answers, she was seeking, but she knew it was pointless. The Designer had swept her away with the ease of sweeping dust under a rug. That metaphor was apt, and it left her feeling even more dejected that she had felt a moment earlier. She was the proverbial dust under The Designer's rug. It was her own metaphor, but that is exactly how The Designer made her feel.

      She began to weep softly, and when she turned her head and caught sight of the shuttle sitting on the beach like a cab waiting to take her home, she sobbed uncontrollably.

      Her faith in the Great Community was being tested; The Designer, the idol that she hadn't realized she had regarded as an idol, had pushed her away; she had pushed David away, told him to go back to Earth with the rock.

      Once again, she was at a crossroads, neither here nor there. She didn't know where to go. She didn't even know if she should get up off the beach. She was close enough to the water. Maybe she should just wait for the tide to come in and pull her out to sea, assuming there would be a tide coming in at that hour―or any hour. Or maybe she should just get up and walk into the sea.

      She shook her head. She was beyond distraught and wasn't even close to thinking clearly. This less than perfect moment would soon pass.

      And as soon as she was able to recognize the disturbing place she found herself in, as soon as she was able to recognize that this was a less than perfect moment that would soon pass, she thought of her family. All was not lost. Her family was still here, on the other island across the sea. David was still here. She had tried to push him away, but she hadn't succeeded despite what she had told herself mere moments earlier. David loved her; he was committed to her, and he wouldn't give up on her that easily.

      She rose from the sand, feeling less dejected than she had felt moments earlier―because she had to get up, and she had to feel better. She had hope. Hope was the only road she had left. And hope in the absence of everything else was everything.

      She had a family; she had questions yet to be answered, and she had a man who called himself "Sebastian Díaz" to contend with.

      Her journey wasn't complete, not by a long shot.
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      Deanna was surprised that Elexa had left her so quickly. She understood that she had a ship to run, and she expected that Elexa would leave at some point to run her ship; she just didn't expect to run off the moment Deanna had settled into bed. She hadn't even settled into Elexa's bed, the bed they had been sharing for the better part of six months; she was lying in her own bed in her own quarters. It was a small matter, and she supposed it shouldn't have bothered her, but it did. Elexa had walked her back to her quarters, helped her shower and dress, helped her into bed, kissed her on the forehead and run off. Deanna hadn't asked her to stay, not with her mouth, but she had pleaded for her to stay with her eyes, and Elexa hadn't taken the hint.

      But she wasn't alone. There was a presence in her quarters. There was someone or something there to keep her company. She couldn't see it; she couldn't hear it; but she could feel it, something lurking about in the darkest corners of the room. She supposed that she should have been afraid of it, but inexplicably, she wasn't. It felt like it belonged there; it felt like it had come to her quarters to comfort her, to keep her company when the others were too busy to keep her company and to help her. Help her with what, she didn't know. She supposed she would find out in due time. She assumed the darned thing would show its mysterious face eventually. It was just a bit shy.

      She wasn't sure how long she had been lying there waiting for the thing to show itself, but she was growing restless and wanted to get on with it.

      She had a few options at her disposal, and she carefully considered each one. Calling to it was an option, though probably not a very good one. It was shy, nervous, and she didn't want to scare it away.

      Getting up, walking over to it and introducing herself was an option, but that option was even worse than the first option. If calling out to it ran the risk of scaring it away, approaching it ran the risk of giving it a heart attack, if the thing even had a heart.

      Calling for the voice-activated lights was an option, but that option led right down the same road as the first two options.

      She decided that her fourth option was the only prudent option. She would give it time. It would eventually work up the nerve to show itself.

      She knew where to look when the thing finally worked up the nerve to show itself. She knew exactly where it was hiding. She twisted her head to peer up and over her right shoulder to that darkest of dark corners to see if it had moved, to see if any part of it was poking out from underneath the security blanket of darkness, but to no avail. It didn't move. It was just sitting there, or more accurately, it was just standing there. It was a biped. She didn't know how she knew that. She felt like she could almost see it, but she couldn't actually see it; she couldn't make out its form; but somehow, she knew that it was a biped standing in that darkest of dark corners.

      On the surface, it seemed crazy. It seemed delusional, and she had to at least consider the possibility that she was delusional, that whatever she believed to be lurking in that darkest of dark corners was nothing more than a symptom of blood loss, that extra dose of regenerative medicine or a combination of the two. Occam's razor. There was a thing lurking in the corner that she couldn't see or hear, but somehow, she knew that it was there, and somehow, she knew that it was a biped, and somehow, she knew that it was shy. But, like most delusional people, she knew that she was right.

      She chuckled at the thought and quickly stifled the chuckle. She didn't want to frighten the thing lurking in the corner, and she didn't want the thing to get the impression that she was laughing at it. But just as quickly as she stifled the chuckle, she was forced to bite her lower lip to contain an onset of the giggles that she knew was coming. When the giggles came, they came in waves, her body tensing and relaxing with each suppressed giggle, and each suppressed giggle manifesting themselves in snorts, tears forcing their way through her clamped eyelids and running down the sides of her reddening face.

      She waited for what she hoped was the last wave of suppressed laughter to roll back out to sea before releasing her lower lip and opening her eyes. She reached up with both hands and wiped the tears away from the sides of her face. It was over. Her ill-timed case of the giggles had left the building.

      She took a deep breath through her nose and released it through her mouth as she tried to recall what had brought on that near catastrophic case of the giggles in the first place. When she remembered, she wished she hadn't, as an unrestrained laugh burst from her mouth and filled the room.

      "Shhh." It came from the darkest of dark corners.

      It took her by surprise, but it wasn't enough to stop her from laughing. "I'm sorry!" she said, her laughter adding vibrato to each word.

      "Shhh."

      "I'm sorry," she repeated softly as her laughter subsided. "I'm not laughing at you. I promise I'm not laughing at you."

      "You mustn't make too much noise," a soft, feminine voice said from the corner. "They're going to think you're crazy."

      "Ironic," Deanna said. "That's why I was laughing." Despite the reminder, she didn't feel like laughing anymore. She was intrigued. She'd heard its voice, and the voice was familiar, too familiar.

      She didn't look toward it as she raised her torso slightly, resting on her forearms. "Are you about ready to introduce yourself?"

      She didn't look directly at it as it stepped from the shadows, but it was there in the periphery of her vision.

      Moment of truth.

      She knew without knowing how she knew that there was nothing to be afraid of as she turned her head to get her first look at the thing. She supposed that she should have been surprised, but she wasn't. She was neither frightened nor surprised by the thing standing before her.

      Deanna smiled warmly at the thing and said, "You're pretty good looking if I do say so myself."

      The thing chuckled softly, a chuckle that matched Deanna's very own moments earlier, a chuckle that had left her own mouth countless times throughout her life. It just sounded a bit different coming toward her.

      "Do you have the giggles?" Deanna said to the thing as its laughter subsided.

      The thing matched her very own form right down to the outfit it was wearing, the very same outfit that Elexa had helped her into earlier.

      "No," the thing said in a voice that would have sounded identical to her very own had it been coming from her own mouth. "Despite appearances, I'm not you."

      "Well then, who are ya, stranger?"

      The thing took a step toward her. "I'm The Designer, and I'm here to help you."
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      She accelerated the shuttle incrementally. When she was comfortable with the speed, she would push it just a little bit harder. She was tempted to push it to the max, but her flying experience was close to non-existent, and she didn't want to risk losing control of the shuttle and crashing it into the ocean.

      She didn't think they would leave without her. She was almost certain that they would do everything in their power to find her, and short of that, they would wait as long as they possibly could before departing. But there was a limit to how long they would wait, a line in the sands of time that marked the point at which waiting for Emily meant risking not only their own lives, but the lives of the future inhabitants of Earth. That is, after all, the reason her family had come to this planet. Emily had come to help them and to meet with The Designer. Her family had come for the rock. That line in the sand was there, but she was pretty sure she could make it back to them in time.

      Well, she hoped she could make it back to them in time, and hope in the absence of everything else was everything. The truth of the matter was, she really didn't know how much time she had. She didn't know how close they were to that line in the sand. That line in the sand was dependent on how much of a threat the planet's inhabitants were and how close that threat was. Realistically, the threat was imminent. Deanna had been stabbed by George, both of whom had been under the control of the planet's inhabitants. That should have been motivation enough to get the hell out of Dodge. The Designer had told her that David was handling it. She knew what that meant; she knew that Deanna's only chance was on board Encounter.

      Deanna had been knocking on death's door. For all she knew, she was still knocking on death's door, but somehow, she doubted it. Somehow, she knew that David had come through, that he had retrieved Encounter, that Deanna was getting the help she needed. She was thankful for that much at least. Deanna may not have been out of the woods yet, but she probably wasn't knocking on death's door anymore.

      But she wasn't certain, and that uncertainty forced her to push the shuttle just a little bit faster. When it came to the safety of her family, hoping and believing just weren't enough, not when she had a shuttle that could bring her within communications range.

      "Encounter," she called into the open channel, "this is Emily. Come in please." There was a trace of desperation in her voice. She took a long, deep breath in an attempt to calm her nerves and steady her voice. "I repeat―Encounter, this is Emily. If you can hear me, please respond."

      No response, as expected and feared. Ever since the ship's communications system had been fried outside of Eden, the communications range between shuttle and ship was the equivalent of an old ham radio set. George had done his best to repair the system, and he had done an admirable job with the tools, or lack thereof, he had to work with. It was a miracle he was able to get the system working at all. And the electromagnetic pulse that had brought the ship down probably didn't help matters. The Designer had told her that the luminous collective had repaired the ship, but she didn't say anything about the communications system.

      Or they had left. That line in the sand had been crossed. She was all alone.

      Crackle. "Em?"

      Oh, that voice! That beautiful voice! "David!" she cried into the open channel.

      "Are you okay?"

      "Yeah, I'm okay. You didn't leave!"

      "What are you talking about?" he asked softly, almost critically.

      His tone reminded her of just how paranoid she had been. "I...uh...nothing."

      "Did you really think we were gonna leave you?"

      She'd give anything to have the last few moments back. "No, of course not. Where are you?"

      "We're heading right toward you."

      "Deanna?"

      "She's gonna be okay?"

      She hesitated before saying, "Sebastian?"

      There was a moment's pause before David said, "I'm sorry, Em. I'm sorry for what I said to you, but you have to know that that man is not your father."

      "You have nothing to be sorry for. And you were right; he's not my father, but I need to know where is."

      "He's with us."

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      She leaped from the shuttle the moment the shuttle bay doors were sealed. To her great surprise, Elexa was waiting for her. Emily was intent on facing the man who called himself "Sebastian" as quickly as possible. In fact, she was already in mid-stride the moment her feet touched the floor, but Elexa's presence in the shuttle bay while the ship was in motion was enough to stop Emily in her tracks. As far as she knew, there was only one member of the crew capable and healthy enough to fly Encounter, and that person was standing in the shuttle bay with her. Unless...

      "You're kidding," Emily said.

      Elexa looked askance at her. "'Are you kidding?'" she mocked. "This is how you greet me? And what exactly would I be kidding about?"

      "You're letting George fly the ship after what they did to him?"

      "After what they did to him? Neither George nor Deanna were in control of their actions, and in case you haven't heard, Deanna was the only one who was actually stabbed."

      "That's my point. Deanna's recovering; you're here with me; that means that George is―"

      "David's flying the ship," Elexa interjected.

      Emily was taken aback. "Oh...I...oh."

      Elexa smirked. "Yeah, you and me both."

      They walked side-by-side toward the inner shuttle bay door.

      "When did he learn to..." Emily said, allowing the remainder of her query to drift away as the pair stepped into the corridor. They came to a stop and faced one another as the shuttle bay door slid shut.

      Elexa shrugged. "Apparently, Deanna gave him a few lessons."

      "Well, the lessons came in handy."

      "In more ways than one."

      "How is it that we didn't know about this?"

      "How did you not know? I thought you had super intuitive abilities."

      "I'm transitioning. My head is a bit―"

      "Muddled. Yeah, so I've heard."

      "Is Deanna gonna be okay?"

      Elexa looked away. "I hope so," she said, not sounding sure of herself. "I think so," she added, seeming to correct herself, as if hoping that Deanna would be okay just wasn't good enough.

      Emily wasn't comfortable changing the subject so suddenly, but she had to face him, and sooner rather than later. She had to get this confrontation over with. "My fa―" She caught herself and said, "Sebastian? For lack of a better term. I really don't know what else to call him."

      Elexa smiled knowingly. "Call him 'Sebastian.' He's in the dining room. Richard and George are watching over him."

      "George?"

      "George says he's okay; Richard says he's okay; I think he's okay." The tentative smile that didn't reach her eyes betrayed her uncertainty.

      Emily nodded slowly. "All right. Well, that's good enough for me, I guess."

      "You go see Sebastian. I'm going to the cockpit to check on David."

      "Are we leaving?"

      Elexa's eyes were hard as she said, "Yes, we're leaving this godforsaken planet." She turned on her heels and headed for the cockpit.

      Emily turned in the opposite direction but paused. She had lost the momentum she'd picked up; she'd lost the determination to face the man who looked and sounded exactly like her father. She wanted to get the confrontation over with as quickly as possible, like pulling a bandage off. She'd been ready to pull that bandage off before stopping to talk to Elexa. That had given her time to think about the confrontation. She didn't want to think about it; she just wanted to do it. She just had to get her feet moving again. But she was frozen.

      Beyond the end of the corridor was a man who looked and sounded exactly like―but who wasn't―her father. What made this upcoming confrontation so terrifying was that now she knew this man wasn't her father. On the contrary, for all intents and purposes, this man was her child. Yet, this man, like any child, had grown beyond his parentage. He was his own man. Yet, he was connected to her. This man was a part of her, created from her unconscious mind, created from her memories. He was unprecedented, one of a kind, a new life form. How would she deal with this new life form? That too was unprecedented. She would have to set the precedent, take it as it comes.

      She breathed deeply and took that first step, then another.

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      The man who called himself "Sebastian" was quite comfortable with the way things were going. He knew that, eventually, his daughter would stop thinking of him as the man who called himself "Sebastian" and settle on calling him "Sebastian." After all, that's who he was, and that is what he called himself. He had always been Sebastian Díaz. Sure, he wasn't her biological father. He had been created from her memories. But he hadn't always known the truth of his existence. There was a time when he had believed that he was Emily's biological father. When the truth had finally been revealed to him, he'd been as shocked as Emily had been when she'd found him in the tower. He'd been shocked into denial, denial that had taken him years to overcome. But after a decade spent denying, deliberating and soul-searching on Kepler-438b, he had finally come to accept the truth and the purpose of his existence. And, not coincidentally, the truth and the purpose of his existence had come to him shortly before Emily had arrived.

      He'd held off revealing his deep, dark secret for as long as he could. That had been part of his mission. It had been an important part of the purpose of his existence. And he really hadn't had a choice in the matter. He'd given Emily's crew mates the impression that he'd been in control of his own actions, that he'd been a willing participant in that bizarre plan to overthrow The Designer. He'd had about as much control over his own actions as George and Deanna had had during that unfortunate incident.

      That revelation would lead to the deepest and darkest of secrets. The fact that he wasn't her biological father had been a deep, dark secret, but it wasn't the deepest and darkest of secrets; it was shallow and bright when compared to the deepest and darkest of secrets. He wasn't quite ready to reveal the deepest and darkest of secrets to her, not because the revelation would reflect poorly on him. That wasn't even an issue anymore. He was long past that point already, and he didn't know if there would ever be any coming back from that. He wasn't quite ready to reveal that deepest and darkest of secrets to her, because the revelation had the potential of destroying her sense of reality. Corporeal or non-corporeal, Emily was strong, stronger than she realized, but her strength might not be enough to withstand the power of that deepest and darkest of secrets, because the extent of her power was that deepest and darkest of secrets. But there was no getting around it. She would have to learn that deepest and darkest of secrets sooner or later. And she would. Everything was going according to plan. They were well on their way.

      She was coming up the corridor. He could sense her. His connection to her was still very much intact. Her face appeared in the window. Their eyes met for the briefest of moments. He wondered if she felt the connection as well.

      Her head moved from one side of the door to the other. Her mouth was moving. He didn't know what she was saying. They had a connection, but it wasn't that strong. She was talking to Richard and George who had been watching over him. They were probably telling her it wasn't a good idea to talk to him. But she would talk to him. He may not have been her biological father, but he knew his Emily. He knew the fierceness of her determination.

      She looked through the window, met his eyes. The door opened.

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      She stood in the doorway. No, of course she was not going to heed Richard and George's advice. She was determined to clear the air with this man. He may not have been her biological father, but he was connected to her. She wasn't about to run away from him.

      She entered and closed the door behind her.

      "Hello," she said softly.

      "Hello."

      The seconds of silence may as well have been an eternity. She felt awkward. She didn't know where to begin.

      "I know this is awkward," Sebastian said. "So let me begin. I'm sorry. I'm sorry that I deceived you. I'm more sorry than you can possibly know."

      Tears were forming in his eyes. He was trembling. Despite the deception, she had little doubt that his emotional display was genuine, and she felt for him. She wanted to reach out to him, console him.

      "I believe you," was all she could muster for the moment. His emotional outpouring had moved her. She wanted to cry, but she didn't want to cry in front of him, so she pushed the emotions down as far as they would go.

      "I'm not your father," he continued. "That much is obvious. But believe me when I tell you that there was a time, not too long ago, when I believed that I was. And I loved you, perhaps as much as your biological father, the real Sebastian, loved you. And despite the truth of who and what I am, the love I have always felt for you remains. It hasn't dissipated, not one iota." A tear spilled down his cheek. "I love you, Emily."

      Emily had to look away. His tears were threatening to bring on tears of her own.

      She took a deep breath. She was hoping that he would continue. She wasn't ready to speak.

      "Despite not being the father that you lost so long ago, I want to be a part of your life. I want to go back to Earth with you."

      "Well, that's kind of a moot point," she muttered, her eyes glued to the floor. "Didn't you blackmail my friends into letting you come aboard?" It was a legitimate charge, but it also had the advantage of helping her to keep her emotions in check. Despite her belief in the man's sincerity, she couldn't overlook what he had done.

      "I wouldn't exactly call it blackmail," Sebastian defended. "They need my help; I need to be a part of your life."

      She placed her hands defiantly on her hips and glared at him. The risk of crying in front of the man had been eliminated. "You tricked my friends into trying to kill one another. My friend Deanna almost died."

      Sebastian hesitated before saying, "That one is going to be a bit difficult to explain."

      "Yeah, I'll bet," Emily retorted. "And you want to be a part of my life. You want to go back to Earth with me. What we should do is throw you out the airlock."

      "But you're not going to do that," Sebastian challenged.

      "No, of course we're not," she quickly conceded.

      "And why is that?"

      "Because despite what you've done, or what you've helped to do, you're a part of me."

      "And you're a part of me. I may not be your biological father, but believe me when I tell you that I want to fill that role; I want to be the father that you lost. The real Sebastian Díaz is gone, but your memories of him remain. Your memories are all you have left of him. I was born of those memories. That has to count for something."

      "But memories are special because they are memories. They are not meant to take physical form. They are not meant to take on a life of their own."

      "Yes, I have taken on a life of my own. I have grown beyond your memories of your father. I am a sentient individual, but I am still connected to you; we are still a part of one another. If you allow me to be a part of your life, you will still have your memories, but you will have so much more."

      Emily nodded. "Well, for the time being, whether I like it or not, you are a part of my life. You're coming with us to help us. But personal relationships have to be built; they have to be earned."

      "You're right," Sebastian conceded. "And I haven't come close to earning a relationship with you, not yet. I just ask you to be open to the possibility, to give me a chance."

      "I'm going to give you plenty of chances."

      Sebastian cocked an eyebrow, the way her father had. "Meaning?"

      "You know something that you're not telling me."

      Sebastian nodded. "I know a lot that I'm not telling you."

      Emily threw her hands up. "Well, here's one of those chances that I'm willing to give you. Tell me something that I don't know."

      "The irony is that you do know; you just don't know that you know."

      "Great."

      "I'm connected to your unconscious mind. There's a tremendous amount of information in there that you've suppressed."

      She knew he was telling her the truth. There was a locked door in there somewhere. That door had been closed and locked when she was a being of pure consciousness in the Great Community. Ironically, it was a door that she had been aware of while immersed in the Great Community. Fear had existed in the Great Community, and she'd been afraid of that door, so afraid that she didn't dare open it; she wouldn't even approach it.

      "Unfortunately, I can only give you part of the truth, Sebastian continued. "I can't give you the whole truth. You're not ready."

      Emily snickered. "You sound like The Designer."

      "The Designer is right. You've suppressed that information for a very good reason. The whole truth at this point has the potential to break you. But if you would like, I can give you that part of the truth I referred to."

      Emily folded her arms across her chest and rolled her eyes as she nodded. "All right. Lay it on me."

      "This may sound self-serving, but when I tell you, you will know it to be true. You will know it to be true, because, as we have already established, we are connected. In fact, the reason you haven't thrown me out of the airlock already is that you probably already know this truth. You just don't know that you know it."

      "Just tell me already."

      "The truth is that I had very little to do with what happened between George and Deanna. I had absolutely no choice in the matter, and I had absolutely no control over my actions."

      Emily regarded Sebastian. She wasn't angry, because every word that had just passed his lips rang true. She quickly realized that she should have been irate before Sebastian had told her that he'd had no control over his actions, but she hadn't been, because, on some level, she'd already known that he'd had no control over his actions, just as George and Deanna had had no control over their actions.

      "I believe you," she conceded.

      Sebastian smiled softly, tenderly, like her father had smiled countless times so many years ago. "Thank you."

      "The Designer told me something else, something about the Great Community." She didn't know why she was telling Sebastian about this. Perhaps, she needed to hear herself say the words, to make them real.

      Sebastian furrowed his brow. "What did he tell you?"

      Emily opened her mouth, desperate to say the words, to make them real. But prudence quickly took over, and she closed her mouth. When she opened it again, she said, "I can't tell you."

      Sebastian smiled. "Then you shouldn't. But if and when you need to tell somebody, I'm ready to listen."
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      George and Richard watched the conversation through the window. They couldn't hear the words being exchanged, and it didn't matter. They had no desire to eavesdrop on Emily and Sebastian's conversation. They were just there to watch over Sebastian. He had yet to earn their trust.

      George doubted that he would ever be able to trust that man after what he'd made him do, after what they'd all made him do. He wasn't passing the blame onto others. He was more than willing to beat himself up over what had happened to Deanna, but he knew, beyond any shadow of a doubt, that neither he nor Deanna had been in control of their actions.

      No, George didn't think he would ever be able to trust that man, ironic considering he'd made the case for bringing him on board. But what choice did he have? The future of the human race depended on the help of the man who called himself "Sebastian Díaz." They needed him, but their need for him had to be limited to the help he could give them with the microorganisms. Beyond that, he should not, and could not, be trusted.

      Of course, many of his crewmates could say the same of him. Despite the fact that he knew that he and Deanna hadn't been in control of their actions, his crewmates didn't know that. They didn't know what was going on inside his head. If they were convinced that he hadn't been in control of his actions, what assurances did they have that he was no longer under the luminous collective's control?

      "Do you trust me?" George asked.

      Richard looked askance at George. "That's a silly question. Of course I trust you. Elexa on the other hand..."

      "Mm. I don't blame her. Thank you by the way."

      Richard furrowed his brow. "For what?"

      "You defended me. You defended what seemed to be the indefensible."

      Richard waved him away. "You didn't do this to Deanna; they did." He paused before adding, "Do you know how this happened to you?"

      George had thought long and hard about it since the unfortunate incident in the tower. He gave Richard the only answer he'd been able to come up with. "When I was down in that underwater city, I touched the hand of one of the beings. I was overcome with a feeling of euphoria. I felt like I was in some kind of trance."

      "That's when it happened."

      George shrugged. "I think that's when it happened. I don't know for sure."

      Richard looked through the window. "Is it over?" He looked back at George. "Are you free?"

      "Yes," George said confidently. "I'm free."

      "Not so fast," came a voice that sounded remarkably like his own. But those words hadn't come from his mouth; they'd come from outside of himself, somewhere off to his right. He felt a presence, someone standing at the source of his disembodied voice, but he didn't dare look toward the presence. He didn't react to the disembodied voice. He stood frozen. His eyes didn't betray his fear and confusion to Richard. He could only watch Richard turn his satisfied gaze back to the window.

      "It's safe now," came the disembodied voice. "Look at me."

      He was hoping that he'd been mistaken, that the voice hadn't actually sounded exactly like his own, but he hadn't been mistaken. It was a perfect match, only sounding odd due to the fact that it was coming from outside of his own body.

      "Look at me," the voice repeated.

      He was confused; he was terrified, but he knew that he couldn't avoid the source of the voice forever. He turned his head ever so slowly toward the presence, and the image before him nearly shattered his sense of reality. He shuddered. He felt faint and had to place a hand on the wall next to the door to support himself. He gasped as his doppelganger, a mirror image of himself right down to the very same outfit, placed its finger over its lips. "Shh."

      "Are you okay?" Richard asked.

      George looked at Richard and did everything in his power to pull himself together, to hide the fact that he was on the verge of collapsing.

      Richard's brow was furrowed. He was studying George.

      "He can't hear me; he can't see me," his doppelganger said. "Do not speak to or of me."

      "I'm fine," George lied. "I just hope Deanna's okay. I want this to be over."

      Richard narrowed his eyes. "She'll be okay, and this will all be over soon." He regarded George for a moment before looking through the window.

      George used the opportunity to sneak a glance at his doppelganger, but his doppelganger had vanished.
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      Deanna had been transfixed by the presence in her room, but clarity was setting in. There was something inherently dangerous about this turn of events. "You're The Designer," she gasped. "You're here to help us." She swung her legs over the side of the bed and planted her bare feet on the carpet.

      "You sound skeptical," The Designer said.

      Her newfound clarity brought with it a heavy dose of fear.

      She stood and ran for the door. She had to get away. She had to tell the others.

      "Please wait!" The Designer called.

      But there would be no waiting. She reached the door and slapped the touchscreen panel. The door slid open. She ran from the room and right into Elexa's arms.

      "What the hell are you doing out of bed?!" Elexa demanded.

      Deanna turned and pointed through the open door. "The Designer!"

      "What are you talking about? What Designer?"

      They stepped to the open door and stopped, leaning in to peer into the darkened room.

      "Lights," Deanna called. The voice-activated lights flooded the room, illuminating every nook and cranny. There was nothing to see. They stepped across the threshold and stopped, heads twisting to scan the room, but to no avail.

      Deanna was nonplussed. She turned and placed her hands on Elexa's shoulders. "She was here!"

      "Who? The Designer?"

      Deanna nodded frantically. "She called herself 'The Designer,' and―" She lowered her head, uncomfortable with the words that were about to pass her lips. "―she looked just like me."

      Elexa furrowed her brow. "The Designer...looked just like you."

      Deanna sighed and dropped her head onto Elexa's chest. "You don't believe me."

      "It's not that I don't believe you―"

      "The Designer was here!" Deanna interjected, raising her head and meeting Elexa's eyes. "She was here, and she looked just like me, right down to the very same clothes."

      Elexa smirked and glanced down at Deanna's attire. "The Designer was wearing pajamas?"

      Deanna took a step back. "Are you mocking me?"

      Elexa took a step forward and placed her hands on Deanna's bare arms. "No...honey...I'm not mocking you. But put yourself in my position." She scanned the room. "There's nobody here."

      "But there was." She looked to the corner where The Designer had been standing, inviting Elexa to follow her gaze. "Right over there."

      Elexa placed a hand on her cheek. "There's nobody there now." She paused a moment before saying, "You know the principle of Occam's razor, don't you?"

      Deanna knitted her brow. "Please don't patronize me."

      "I'm not, but―"

      "Occam's razor is the principle that the obvious answer is usually the correct one."

      "Right."

      Deanna took a step back. "So what's the obvious answer, that I'm crazy?"

      "No!" Elexa exclaimed. She huffed and placed her hands on her hips. "No. That's not what I'm saying at all. What I am saying is that you've been stabbed; you've lost a lot of blood; you've been given an additional dose of regenerative medicine. Long story short, you've been through a hell of a lot."

      Deanna walked to her bed and sat. "So you think I'm delusional. Awesome."

      "I think you've been jumping at shadows, and I think you need to rest." She placed her hands on Deanna's shoulders and nudged her to lie down. Deanna fixed her with a skeptical look before complying. Elexa pulled the covers over her. "We'll leave the lights on."

      Deanna looked at her incredulously. "Really? You're gonna leave the lights on for me? What am I, a child?"

      "No, but you've been through a lot, and until you've recovered, I'm gonna treat you like a child."

      Deanna looked at the ceiling and sighed. "Okay, mommy."

      Elexa chuckled as she walked to a nearby chair. She rolled it to the side of Deanna's bed and sat.

      "You're gonna stay with me?" she half-asked, half-pleaded. "Hold my hand?" she added sarcastically.

      Elexa took Deanna's hand and kissed it. "For a little while." Deanna was relieved. "But I still have a ship to run."

      Deanna nodded. "What happens next? When are we going back to Earth?"

      "Soon."

      "What about Emily? Is she back?"

      "Don't worry about her."

      "How could I not―"

      "Just...close your eyes. Momma's here."

      "Don't be weird."

      "You started it."

      "Oh, now who's the child?"

      Elexa smiled affectionately and placed her hand on Deanna's forehead. "Shh. Just close your eyes."

      "Aren't you gonna give me a goodnight kiss?"

      Elexa broadened her smile. "If I give you a goodnight kiss, will you close your eyes?"

      Deanna nodded and traced an X with her index finger on the left side of her chest. "Cross my heart."

      Elexa stood, leaned over Deanna and placed a gentle kiss on her lips. She sat back down, smiled and said, "A promise is a promise."

      Deanna smirked and said, "I didn't promise a damn thing. I crossed my heart."

      Elexa gently slapped the back of Deanna's hand. "Same thing."

      Deanna rolled her eyes. "All right. You got me on a technicality."

      She looked at the ceiling and allowed her eyes to shut. But she kept her ears open, hoping that she wouldn't hear Elexa's footsteps on the carpet. She didn't want to be alone. She knew that Elexa had a ship to run, but she hoped that she would stay with her just long enough to let sleep take her. In her remaining moments of consciousness, she didn't hear the sounds she didn't want to here. She knew that Elexa wouldn't leave the room until she was comfortably asleep. She was thankful for Elexa. Deanna had expressed her feelings for Elexa countless times, but with her few remaining moments of consciousness coming to a close, she felt it necessary to remind her.

      "I love you," she whispered.

      "I love you too," came Elexa's whispered reply.
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      Elexa stepped urgently through the cockpit door and was greeted by a view of the planet's rising sun dancing across the ocean's surface.

      David looked back from his position at the helm. "I'm glad you're here."

      "Me too." She took her traditional seat in the captain's chair and gazed blankly into the distance beyond the viewport. She wished that she didn't have to take charge. She'd rather be with Deanna. But she had an inexperienced pilot at the helm, and she doubted he would be able to get them through the planet's atmosphere on his own.

      She remained silent for a moment, content to let David circumnavigate the planet as her eyes lingered on the horizon, but there was a distraction tugging at the outer corner of her right eye. David was staring at her. She met his expectant gaze.

      "You know I can't fly this thing beyond the atmosphere, don't you?"

      Elexa nodded sullenly. "I know." She turned toward him. "Up. I'll take over."

      Elexa took his place at the helm, with David standing awkwardly by her side.

      Elexa rolled her eyes. "You can take the captain's chair, David. Don't worry; I won't send you to the brig."

      David chuckled as he walked around to the captain's chair and sat. "Just to be clear, we don't have a brig, do we?"

      "We have a makeshift brig, the dining area, and Sebastian's in it."

      "Where are we supposed to eat?" David quipped.

      "We'll move him eventually." A moment of awkward silence passed between them before Elexa said, "You saved her life." She looked into his eyes. "Thank you."

      David smiled awkwardly. "This is gonna sound like a cliché, but I did what I had to do."

      "You're my hero."

      David laughed and looked away. "She's gonna be okay. You know that, right?"

      "I know." She wanted to know it; she wanted to be as certain as David that Deanna was going to be all right, but paranoia kept tapping her on the shoulder. "How did you know? I mean, how did you know she'd been stabbed?"

      David sighed. "That one's a doozy."

      "Really? A doozy? We've seen it all; we've done it all. Doozies don't exist for us anymore. Come on; out with it."

      "All right. Well, long story short, I had a vision."

      "Yeah, that was a little shorter than I was hoping for. Why don't we try for the slightly longer version with a little more detail."

      "You want the Cliff's Notes version?"

      "What the hell is a Cliff's Notes?"

      David laughed. "Oh, I forgot; you're one of the youngins. Cliff's Notes were study guides that basically summed up literary works."

      "Yeah. Yeah. That's what I want; give me the Cliff's Notes version. And make it quick. We're nearing the atmosphere, and I have some focusing to do."

      "Right. The Cliff's Notes version. Well, Sebastian, or whoever that man back there is, took my hand, and I had a vision. I was transported back to Earth. I met with the Community of Light. I spoke with an old friend in the Community. He told me what had happened. He told me that Encounter had been fixed and was waiting for me. And he told me that Sebastian had been created by Emily, that she had unconsciously created Sebastian from her memories, and that she was unconsciously communicating through Sebastian, telling me to contact the Community."

      "Huh. I stand corrected. That was a doozy."

      "Told ya so."

      "And then, what, this vision just ended?"

      "Mm-hm. I found myself on the beach, next to the shuttle, staring out at Encounter floating on the ocean."

      "How much of what just happened to us makes sense to you?"

      "Not very much. I'm sure Emily can help us make sense of it."

      "Yeah," Elexa muttered. "Emily can help us make sense of it."

      David looked sharply at her. "Do I detect a hint of sarcasm?"

      He had. She'd made no effort to hide it. She'd lost her husband, two children and had nearly lost Deanna. These calamities and more pointed right back to Emily. She was the source of all of their woes dating back to that first expedition to Eden. She had made her case, just before that fateful expedition, that Emily was a liability. She grinned sardonically at the memory. She had sold Emily short. She wasn't a liability. She was a walking disaster. She had half a mind to push her and her make-believe father out the airlock into the vacuum of space and be done with them both.

      She shook her head as if shaking away what she knew was an inappropriate thought. "No," she responded to David's query, giving the appearance that her response was tied to the head shake. It was a lie, of course. There was a hint of sarcasm in her tone, and she was proud of it. With Deanna temporarily out of rotation, she had to pick up the sarcasm slack for both of them. It made her feel good. It made her feel like Deanna was in the cockpit with her.

      "Do you wanna go spend some time with her?" David asked, as if reading her mind.

      Elexa gave him a sidelong look.

      "I mean after we've cleared the atmosphere," he added. "George can fly."

      "No!" she replied more fervently than she'd meant to. She took a deep breath. "No, not yet. We don't know where his head is at yet. Let's just give him a little time."

      David hesitated before saying, "Okay." He was probably taken aback by Elexa's insistence on not allowing George to fly.

      "You know what you can do."

      "Yes?!" David said enthusiastically. Clearly, he was eager to jump at just about any opportunity help.

      "You can check in on Deanna for me." She glanced sheepishly at him. "You know, just kinda see how she's doing."

      "Of course." He rose and walked to the back of the cockpit. But she knew he had something to add when she heard his footfalls come to a stop. "She is going to be okay."

      "You already said that."

      "I know; I just felt like I needed to remind you―and myself."

      She didn't know if that was supposed to make her feel better or worse, but as David exited the cockpit, she was forced to bite her lower lip to keep from sobbing.
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      David took one look at Emily coming up the corridor and was immediately tempted to break into a run, visualizing the two of them running toward each other, arms outstretched, like a parody of some classic black and white romance film. Of course, he didn't dare. That would just be incredibly corny. But when Emily made the first move, breaking into a trot, he trotted to meet her. But it wasn't the corny, arms outstretched parody of a classic black and white romance film. Their arms were pumping along at their sides, and the rush to embrace one another wasn't just the desire of two lovers to fall into one another's arms; this was part reunion, part consolation.

      David saw the tears in Emily's eyes a moment before they embraced. They weren't tears of joys. He knew that she had just been speaking to the man who'd claimed to be her father. The conversation had apparently not gone very well. How could it have?

      "I'm sorry," he said as she sobbed against his shoulder.

      The sobbing quickly subsided. She pulled back. Sniffling, she said, "You tried to tell me; I wouldn't listen; I didn't want to listen."

      David remained silent. He didn't have anything remotely appropriate to say at the moment.

      "I wanted to believe in him," she continued, her eyes focused on the space between their feet. "The irony is that wanting to believe in him is what got me into this mess, to begin with."

      "I'm still trying to figure out how that works."

      Emily chuckled. "Stop trying to figure me out. I'm an enigma. I can't even figure myself out."

      David was reminded of his insecurities and his near-constant struggle to overcome them. "We all are."

      She didn't respond, and he didn't expect her to. She knew exactly what he meant.

      "How did your, uh, your little trip go?" he asked. It had to come up sooner or later; he figured now was as good a time as any. "Did you find The Designer?"

      She looked up at him and nodded. "I did." Silence. She looked away. She was either collecting her thoughts or didn't want to talk about it.

      Not a fan of awkward silences, David said, "I'd ask you what happened, but you probably wouldn't tell me."

      "There are some things I can tell you, and a whole lot I can't tell you." She smiled sheepishly at him.

      "That's par for the course with us."

      "I don't like keeping secrets from you."

      "And I don't you think you would unless it was absolutely necessary."

      She remained silent, looking into his eyes. David assumed she was deciding what to tell him and what to keep from him. "All right," she said. "But I need to sit down somewhere. Wanna go to my quarters?"

      David was reminded of the last time he was in her quarters. The mood then was far different. He didn't expect a repeat performance.

      He remembered his word to Elexa. "I'll meet you there in a few minutes. I have to check in on Deanna."

      Emily furrowed her brow. "Why? She's―"

      "I told Elexa I would."

      Emily nodded. "I'll see you in a few minutes."

      "It's a date."

      They turned together―Emily walking toward her quarters, David walking to the end of the corridor―and were met with an unexpected sight: Richard, George and Sebastian were coming up the corridor. The two groups exchanged the briefest of glances before the trio turned into the ship's laboratory at the end of the corridor.
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      Richard was only mildly concerned by George's demeanor outside the dining area. He'd noticed the sharp head movements, the look of barely suppressed terror on his face. But Richard had decided to play it cool. He hadn't let on that he'd taken notice of George's odd behavior, and he planned to keep it that way for the time being. It could be nothing. It could be something. If it turned out to be nothing, there was nothing to be concerned about. If it turned out to be something, he would play it by ear.

      With something akin to a plan in place, he watched Sebastian place the small meteor on the examination table. "So just so we're on the same page," Richard said, "the microorganisms you sent to Earth were a ruse to lure us here; these microorganisms are legit."

      Sebastian said, "Close. The Designer sent those microorganisms to Earth to lure Emily here."

      "This Designer of yours, he handed it to you?"

      "She. I'm surprised at you, Richard. Assuming the designer of all life in the galaxy is male. Oh, the male ego. Shame on you."

      "She. I'm so sorry," Richard lamented sarcastically, "but I'm not even sure if this Designer of yours exists."

      "Oh, she exists, and she will be none too pleased with your lack of faith." Sebastian snickered.

      "Are you serious?" Richard asked semi-rhetorically. He was pretty sure that Sebastian was pulling his leg. He turned to George. "Is he serious?"

      George shrugged and looked at him apprehensively. "He believes―He believes in The Designer," he stammered. "I know that much." He immediately looked away, but Richard kept his eyes on him. Something was clearly not okay with George.

      "I believe in The Designer because The Designer exists. But to answer your question, no, The Designer did not hand me this rock; The Designer gave it to my friends in the collective; my friends in the collective gave it to me. I've never even met The Designer."

      Richard gaped at him. "Then how do you know she exists?"

      "Faith, my dear Richard, faith. But don't take my word for it. Ask Emily. She's actually met The Designer."

      Richard nodded thoughtfully. "I'll be sure to do that."

      "But you are correct about the rest," Sebastian said.

      Richard shook his head. "The rest of what?"

      Sebastian pointed at the meteor on the examination table.

      "Right."

      Sebastian said, "These microorganisms are perfectly intact and then some." He smiled slyly.

      Richard raised an eyebrow. "Okay. Let's get to the 'and then some' part. What makes these microorganisms so special?"

      Sebastian lifted a finger and said, "Let's take a look-see, shall we?" He pulled the maneuverable overhanging microscope down to within an inch of the meteor and took a step back, gesturing for Richard to step in front of the microscope.

      Richard obliged, peering through the eyepiece. He saw what he expected to see, a cluster of microorganisms. They weren't moving. They appeared to be dormant.

      "Why aren't they moving?" Richard inquired with his eye glued to the eyepiece.

      "They've been genetically modified," Sebastian said.

      Richard stood and looked sharply at Sebastian. "How so?"

      "The Designer engineered these particular microorganisms until they are ready to break free and populate the Earth."

      Richard shrugged. "I'm not following."

      "Of course you aren't," Sebastian said, clearly pleased with himself and the work he was doing for this Designer of his. "How could you? You see, The Designer has stepped up her game. It's not enough for her to give you a bunch of microorganisms that will slowly evolve over the course of three to four billion years. No, that just wouldn't do at all. She designed these microorganisms to evolve rapidly. And when I say 'rapidly,' I mean rapidly."

      A sense of foreboding flooded Richard's senses, exacerbated by the mischievous grin curling Sebastian's lips.

      "How rapidly?" Richard croaked nervously.

      "The first hominids will be walking the Earth in a hundred years."

      Richard was filled with an inexplicable sense of relief. "Ridiculous! Impossible!" He spoke the words, but he wasn't sure he believed them.

      "Really? Then what were you so afraid of?"

      Richard feigned puzzlement. "Afraid?"

      "When I told you that the microorganisms would evolve rapidly, you seemed positively terrified. It was written all over your face, as if these rapidly evolving life forms would turn into vicious monsters and stalk the Earth in your lifetime."

      Sebastian was right; he had been terrified by that very prospect. As seemingly ridiculous and impossible as these microorganisms walking the Earth as hominids in one hundreds years seemed, he had been struck by a primal fear that they would walk the Earth sooner than that, within his own lifetime. For one brief, terrifying moment, he had actually visualized a race of blood-thirsty, rapidly evolving hominids rising from the dirt and spreading across the planet like wildfire. Like many primal fears, it was an irrational fear, but as irrational as that fear had been, he'd been filled with relief when Sebastian told him that they would walk the Earth long after his time was up.

      "I have no idea what to expect," Richard conceded.

      "Expect this: These microorganisms will evolve to become humans long after you and your friends have left the planet. There will not be any other species of animal to evolve from these microorganisms. They will only be human. I know this process defies the very foundations of what you call 'evolution,' but, as you already know, this won't be a natural evolutionary process. The principle of natural selection is out the window here. These beings have been very carefully and very intricately designed to move in one direction and one direction only―toward humanity as you know it."

      "I have to go," George suddenly chimed in, his voice quavering.

      Richard regarded him, looked him up and down. George had his hand on the examination table as if steadying himself. He was trembling. Despite the cool temperature in the room, he was perspiring.

      "Are you all right?" Richard asked.

      George met Richard's eyes ever so briefly before looking away as if he had something to hide. He shook his head frantically. "No...I'm not feeling well. I'm gonna go lie down for awhile."

      Richard walked swiftly around the table and grasped his upper arms. He bent his head in an attempt to look into his eyes, but George kept his eyes glued to the floor. "You look horrible. I think you should go to medical. I'll look you over."

      "I'm fine. I just...I've been through a lot. I just need to rest."

      "All right. Well, let me walk you back to our quarters."

      George lifted a hand as if to stop Richard. The faintest of smiles curled the corners of his mouth as his gaze finally met Richard's. "I'm fine," he insisted. "Trust me."

      Richard shook his head. "I would trust you if you looked fine, and you don't look fine."

      George broadened his smile and took a step back, releasing himself from Richard's grasp. He raised his hands as if about to present some kind of trick and did a little twirl.

      "I'm fine," he said. He raised his right hand, three fingers extended. "Scout's honor. You have important work to do here, and I need to rest."

      Richard wasn't convinced, but he nodded slowly and said, "All right. I'll be by to check on you in a little while."

      He watched George walk past him and out the door. He spun on his heels and looked at Sebastian, as if Sebastian could provide him with an explanation for George's strange behavior. Sebastian merely shrugged. Richard wasn't convinced by the shrug.

      "Why do I get the feeling that you know more than you're letting on?" Richard asked.

      "I know a lot more about many things that I'm not letting on about. Is there a particular topic that you would like to know more about?"

      Richard glared at him. "You know exactly what I'm talking about. What's going on with him?"

      "Your husband. Of course. Honestly, and when I say 'honesty,' I mean honestly, I don't know. My guess, and it's just a guess, is that he's been compromised in some way."

      Richard was taken aback by the bluntness of his response. "Compromised? Compromised by who?"

      Sebastian shrugged as if the answer should have been obvious. "Who do you think?"

      "The Designer?"

      "Of course."

      Richard looked askance at him. "You say it like it's not a big deal."

      A mild shrug. "Is it? I mean, you probably should have seen this coming."

      Richard instinctively turned his right foot slightly, as if getting ready to turn and run. Panic was beginning to set in. "Are you sure?"

      "I'm not sure. Like I said, it's a guess. I've never met The Designer myself, but I've spent enough time among the collective to know how The Designer works. You should probably go check on him."

      Richard was bolting toward the door before the last word left Sebastian's mouth. He didn't bother to look to his left when he exited the laboratory. He didn't bother to look behind him as he ran toward the couple's quarters. If he had bothered to look to his left when he exited the laboratory, if he had bothered to look behind him as he ran toward the couple's quarters, he would have seen George walking toward the cockpit.
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      Encounter neared the planet's atmosphere, and Elexa relished the moment. They would finally be leaving this godforsaken planet. They had gotten far more than they'd bargained for on this trip, and what did they have to show for it? A rock. A magic rock that would help them repopulate the Earth. Joy! She was no longer interested in repopulating the Earth. She was no longer interested in the future of humanity. Screw humanity! They'd done this to themselves. In their gluttonous quest to prolong their lives, they'd pushed evolution to its very limits, and like a massive wall of water breaching a levy, humanity poured from the inadequate confines of their physical bodies to exist in a formless state. It was something she couldn't understand and didn't want to understand. She was perfectly happy with her physical form. She was perfectly happy with Deanna's physical form. She was perfectly ecstatic with the sensation of their physical forms pressed against one another. She would be perfectly happy to live out her remaining years with Deanna and her small corporeal family on Earth without having to usher in the new era that she was never particularly interested in ushering in, to begin with. Her new era was with Deanna.

      She had half a mind to grab that damn meteor and toss it out the airlock and be done with this mission once and for all. The last time she saw the rock, it was in Sebastian's hands. She'd be more than happy to toss Sebastian and his rock out the airlock together. Heck, while she was at it, she could toss the catalyst of this whole mess out the airlock, and the five remaining corporeal human beings could live happily ever after on Earth.

      She cringed at the thought―but only slightly. She was ashamed of herself―but only mildly. She could hardly be blamed for harboring some animosity toward Emily. Emily was the catalyst, and the catalyst had pushed the normally reserved Elexa Thomas close to her personal breaking point when Deanna's life had been threatened, but she'd been blessed with the combination of strength, determination and sense of duty necessary to stop just short of that breaking point and pull herself back. The normally reserved Elexa Thomas was the captain of a starship, and as captain of a starship, she was responsible for the safety and security of the crew under her command. That crew included Emily. She could fantasize about tossing Emily from the airlock, but that's as far as she would go.

      She smiled as Encounter ascended through the atmosphere, putting the planet's daylight behind them and an infinite sea of stars before them. The sight was salvation, and her smile broadened. The ship's warp rings were dead ahead, right where they'd left them. She accelerated toward the rings at maximum impulse. She wanted to jump into warp and head back to the wormhole as soon as possible. As far as she was concerned, they couldn't put that godforsaken planet behind them, far behind them, fast enough. She slipped the vessel through the ring's sleeve and tapped the console to lock the sleeve into place. There was a dull thud as the sleeve was secured to the hull.

      She was running her fingers over the console, making the necessary adjustments for the jump to warp, when the door slid open. She was expecting Richard or David. Even Emily wouldn't have surprised her. But a surprise is what she received when she turned to look at George standing just inside the door. He smiled sheepishly at her but didn't say a word. Without a word of her own, she turned back to the console and stared at it for a moment. She wasn't certain of George's intentions. She wasn't even sure of her own. His sheepish expression indicated that he had come to apologize. Was she ready to accept it? Did he even owe her one? Was she ready to be alone in the same room with him? It had to happen sooner or later.

      She stood and faced him but remained silent. He would have to make the first move.

      "The microorganisms in the meteor have been genetically modified," were the first words to leave his mouth.

      That was unexpected. He'd caught her off guard. She didn't know how to react.

      "Oh," she managed. "How so?"

      "Sebastian says that they will evolve at an accelerated rate and that they have been engineered to eventually become human. He says that the first hominids will be walking the Earth in a hundred years."

      "That's fascinating," she muttered sarcastically. Under just about any other circumstances, it would have been fascinating. But she just didn't care. She was fed up with just about anything and everything to do with this mission.

      "I understand that you're upset with me," George said.

      Elexa nodded. "That's the elephant in the room, isn't it? So you'll forgive me if I'm not blown away by Sebastian's genetically modified microorganisms. It's just more of the same, and it's not going to speed up Deanna's recovery."

      "Deanna's going to be okay," George offered.

      "I know she is." Not entirely true. She believed she would be okay, but she wasn't certain. "And I'm not upset with you, at least I shouldn't be."

      "I wasn't in control of my actions," he defended.

      "I know."

      "Neither was Deanna."

      "I know."

      "If it means anything at all, I'm sorry."

      She sighed. "It means a lot, and you have nothing to be sorry for." It wasn't an easy admission to make. She was understandably cynical, but despite the fact that he'd wielded the blade that had been buried in Deanna's chest, he wasn't to blame. He and Deanna had been puppets, nothing more.

      She took a step toward him. "In fact, I owe you an apology."

      He waved her off.

      "No, I mean it. I knew that neither of you were in control of your actions, but I allowed my anger to blind me. I used you as a scapegoat. I'm sorry."

      He gave her a nod. "It's okay, though you have nothing to be sorry for. Your anger was understandable. If anything were to happen to Richard, I don't know how I'd react."

      "Should we hug or something?" She extended her arms.

      "That's probably a good idea." He extended his.

      They closed the gap and embraced. She was relieved. The bitterness, the resentment, the mistrust―she had been directing a great deal of it at George, and it had been misplaced. He didn't deserve it, and it wasn't doing her any good. It felt wonderful to let it go.

      "I'm sorry," he said, his chin resting on top of her head.

      "You already said that. It's over."

      "Oh no, not that. There's...something else."

      Elexa pulled back and gazed sympathetically into his eyes. Whatever it was, it couldn't be anything serious. "What?"

      He pointed to the viewport. She furrowed her brow and turned away from him. She didn't see anything that she wasn't supposed to see. She was confused.

      The arm he was pointing with wrapped around her neck and squeezed. She instinctively grasped the arm with both hands in a futile attempt to relieve the pressure. She was lightheaded. Her world was falling away from her, and there was nothing she could do to stop it. She didn't think about the fact that she had been betrayed in those final moments. Her last thought was This is it as her world faded to black.
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      George winced as he wrapped his right arm around Elexa's neck. He didn't want to hurt her. He just needed to momentarily incapacitate her. He grabbed his left forearm, draped his left hand over her head and squeezed the sides of her neck with his right arm. He'd seen this done before, but he had never actually done it himself. He kept the inner part of his elbow away from her throat,  careful not to cut off her air supply. The intent was to temporarily stop the flow of blood to her brain, to knock her out. It was working; the fingers clasping his right forearm in a feeble attempt to loosen the hold were slackening. Her fingers were slipping down his forearm, and her body was following suit. She was collapsing in his arms. He released the hold, hooked his arms beneath her armpits and eased her to the floor. He looked her over. She was breathing normally. He breathed a sigh of relief.

      He never would have done this on his own. But he wasn't on his own. Contrary to what he'd been telling his crewmates. He wasn't in charge.

      He had to act quickly. Richard had been suspicious. He would soon discover that he wasn't in their quarters and come looking for him.

      He lifted Elexa from the floor with ease and carried her to the cockpit door like a groom carrying his bride across the threshold. He awkwardly reached for the door's touchscreen panel with the same arm that was cradling Elexa's head. He tapped the touchscreen panel, the door slid open, and he was met with a sight he hadn't expected and was hoping to avoid. Richard was charging up the corridor toward the cockpit. George turned Elexa's body to a semi-standing position, wrapping his arms around her torso to hold her up. He stepped swiftly through the door and guided her lower body to the floor, resting her upper body against the wall. He stepped backward into the cockpit and met Richard's eyes as he closed the gap between them. Richard raised his hand as if to stop him and yelled, "George, wait!" But George didn't wait. He tapped the panel and took one last look at Richard before the door slid shut. George tapped the touchscreen panel to engage the door's locking mechanism. A series of dull thuds came a moment later. Richard was pounding on the door. The pounding quickly stopped. He would be checking on Elexa to make sure she was okay. As he turned and walked toward the helm, the pounding commenced.

      "George, talk to me!"

      But George would not be talking to him. He'd been given a specific set of instructions that he had to follow. He didn't have a choice.

      The pounding and pleading continued as he sat at the pilot's helm, but he pushed the sounds far into the background, so far as to become white noise. His specific set of instructions mandated that he remain focused on the mission at hand. He could not afford to be distracted.

      He punched up the coordinates on the helm's display screen. He didn't have to enter the coordinates. They had all been there before. The coordinates had been automatically stored.

      A figure stepped up beside him. "You've done well." George didn't know if he would ever get used to the sound of his own voice directed at him. He hoped he never would. "You just need to keep them out of the cockpit and make sure they don't find a way to interfere with our plans," The Designer added.

      George was well aware of The Designer's instructions; he was well aware that he was under The Designer's control, but he wondered if The Designer's insistence on repeating these instructions every so often was necessary to keep him under her control. Perhaps it wasn't a one-time suggestion but a suggestion that had to be repeated like a drug that has to be fed to a patient. Perhaps it was a treatment, not a cure. Perhaps he could stop the treatment.

      With this thought, it occurred to him that The Designer did not have complete control over him. The Designer may have been controlling his actions, but she wasn't controlling his thoughts. He still had the ability to reason. In the absence of everything else, that was more than he could have hoped for. There was some wiggle room, something to work with.

      "I won't hurt them," he said. It was an act of defiance, and he relished it.

      The Designer put a hand on his shoulder. "You don't really have a choice in the matter. However, hurting them won't be necessary. You just have to keep them out of the cockpit and get us to Eden."

      Seeing his own image and hearing his own voice encapsulated in The Designer's form was surreal enough. But when she referred to the planet by name, the very name that George had suggested over one thousand years earlier, he felt as if he were having an out of body experience.

      "Why are we going to Eden?" Another act of defiance. He wasn't supposed to ask questions. And to piggyback on that act of defiance, he looked up at The Designer, awaiting her response.

      The Designer smiled down at him. "You needn't concern yourself with that. You just need to get us there."
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      "You saw Michael," Emily said incredulously, gaping at David seated across from her at the foot of her bed. "How...? What...?" She sighed, exasperated. "Details."

      "Details? You of all people should know."

      "I of all people. Sorry, David, but I'm gonna need a little more from you."

      David turned his head and gave her a sidelong look. It was a look that said Who are you trying to kid? "You told me to contact the Community of Light."

      Emily lowered her head and cocked an eyebrow. "I told you to contact the Community of Light. I'm pretty sure I'd remember that."

      David chuckled. "You're really not aware of this."

      Emily shrugged dramatically. "I'm really not aware of this."

      "This doesn't ring a bell?"

      Emily threw her head back and sighed. "Can you please just cut to the chase?"

      "After you left to see The Designer, Sebastian came to me. He told me that you told him to tell me to contact the Community of Light."

      Emily smiled. "'He told me that you told him to tell me,'" she mocked. "You're so cute. But I told him no such thing."

      "Not verbally," David clarified. "You were communicating through him―unconsciously. I mean, I didn't find this out until later. But Sebastian, he took my hand, and I had a vision. I was back on Earth, in our field in Florida." There was a whimsical quality to David's tone, one that Emily found mesmerizing. His trance-like gaze wandered the quarters. "I walked into the woods, to the exact spot where I first saw you after you joined the Community of Light." His wandering eyes met hers and steadied. His gaze focused, as if finding clarity in her eyes. "It was just a vision, but it was so real―and so beautiful."

      Emily found his sense of wonder endearing, but she felt it necessary to put up a hand to stop him. "Who told you that I was unconsciously communicating through Sebastian?"

      "Michael. He stepped from the Community of Light, just as you did. He was the older version of himself. I mean, he looked just like he did when we last saw him on Long Island. He told me that you and Sebastian were psychically linked, and that you were communicating through him. And he told me exactly what I needed to do to save Deanna."

      "And it worked," she beamed. "You saved Deanna."

      David smiled bashfully. "Well...I had a little help...from you."

      Emily nodded, but she wasn't so sure. David hit on something when he'd asked her if some of this was ringing a bell. None of it did.

      "And how was your day, honey?" David asked.

      Emily laughed. "Oh, you know, honey. Just another day at the office. I met with The Designer. She's a barrel of laughs."

      David raised his eyebrows. "She."

      Emily fixed him with a mock scowl. "Why does that you surprise you, you little misogynist, you? The Designer can't be a woman?"

      "Hey, who're you callin' a misogynist? It's not that The Designer can't be a woman. It's just...I never thought about gender when it comes to The Designer."

      Emily smiled and rolled her eyes. "I know. I'm teasing. I didn't think about her gender either until I met her. Believe me; I was as surprised as the next person that she even had a gender."

      "I don't even know where to begin." His eyes darted back and forth across the bed as if searching for a question. He looked at her and said, "What does she look like?"

      "She looks like you."

      David frowned. "I'm a man. What exactly are you trying to say?"

      Emily chuckled. "What I'm trying to say is that The Designer is a very unique individual with a very unique form. She's like a walking mirror. Whoever is looking at her will see themselves, right down to the finest detail."

      David hesitated a moment before saying, "That can be...awkward."

      "It can be, yes. But you almost get used to it. Almost."

      "Almost," David echoed.

      "Truth be told, you never really get used it, and I don't think you should. It's weird."

      "Weird is par for the course with us."

      "Yeah, but this is weird on another level altogether. This is definitely not par for the course with us." She gazed at him for a moment before adding, "And it gets weirder, way past par for the course with us, on another course altogether."

      "I'm listening."

      She sighed and said, "The microorganisms in the rock we came here to get, they've been genetically engineered to grow at a substantially accelerated rate. If we take that rock back to Earth, the first hominids will be walking the Earth in a hundred years."

      David's eyes widened. "That...doesn't seem possible."

      "It is possible. It's possible for The Designer. And that's not even the most shocking part."

      "You mean there's something more shocking than microorganisms evolving into hominids in a hundred years?"

      "Yep, and it's the reason for genetically engineering them to evolve so quickly that's shocking. The Great Community wants a slave race." She gave that a moment to sink in before adding, "Are you ready for the shocking part?"

      David gaped at her. "Wait, I thought that was the shocking part. I mean, I'm shocked."

      She held up a hand. "Oh, no, no, no, as shocking as that is, that's not the truly shocking part. It gets even more shocking. Trust me. The shocking part is this: The new slave race, it will not be the first. This has happened once before." She knew she wouldn't have to say anything else.

      David pointed at himself.

      Emily nodded slowly. "All of us. The entire human race. And they're trying to do it again."

      "We're slaves," David said skeptically. "I don't feel like a slave."

      Emily shrugged. "But how free are we, as a race I mean. Back when societies existed on Earth, we lived under the assumption that we were free; well, some of us did anyway. And for those of us who lived under that assumption, we went through the motions of life. It starts at birth. We're raised and taught by our parents. Our brains are like sponges. We absorb everything around us. Our parents fill our heads with all sorts of values, their values. And those values were passed on to them from others―their parents, television, society. And after they're done filling our heads with their values, they ship us off to school where our heads are filled with information and more values. We're indoctrinated. We're told to worship a country, a flag. In the United States, we were made to stand before the flag with our hands over our hearts and recite the Pledge of Allegiance. After primary school, we're shipped off to college and join the workforce. We pay taxes. We vote for people who will write laws and tell us what to do. We're basically just cogs in a giant machine, and most of the time, we just go along with it. We're blind to it."

      David's blank expression brought a smile to her face. "I'm rambling, aren't I?"

      "Yeah, just a little," David said. "But...you have a point, I suppose. It's like The Matrix."

      Emily brightened. "Yes! It's just like The Matrix."

      "I have to say, as time goes on, you're sounding less and less like someone who was once a being of pure consciousness."

      Emily narrowed her eyes. "I'm not quite sure how I'm supposed to take that."

      David smiled sheepishly. "I just mean you sound so much like the old you, before you joined the Community of Light."

      "That's because I'm closer to the old me than I've been since joining the Community of Light, which means that I've forgotten a great deal of what I learned in the Community.

      "The filter of the flesh."

      "The filter of the flesh," Emily echoed. "I'm not sure how long that's gonna last."

      David looked askance at her. "You just told me that they were creating a slave race, that we were a slave race. I don't know if you meant that literally or figuratively. Either way, why would you even consider going back to them?"

      "I meant it literally. We may not have known it, but everything we've ever done as flesh and blood human beings was in service to something much larger than ourselves."

      "The Great Community."

      "We were just part of the machine, and we didn't even know it. But the new humans will know it. It's in their DNA. They will know instinctively that the sole purpose of their existence is to serve the Great Community."

      David glared at her and shook his head. "And you're considering going back to them."

      Emily smiled mischievously. "I'm not considering going back to them; I am going back to them."

      David's jaw dropped.

      "I'm going back there with a plan," Emily said before David had a chance to protest.

      David's expression softened. "A plan?"

      Emily nodded enthusiastically. "I'm going to destroy the Great Community."

      "George, wait!" came a desperate cry from the corridor. It was Richard. Emily and David looked curiously at one another before looking toward the closed door. The sound of pounding feet passed the door, heading in the direction of the cockpit, followed seconds later by a different kind of pounding.

      "George, talk to me!"

      More pounding.

      Emily and David gave each other a This can't be good look before rising from the bed. Emily didn't have to do much speculating as she followed David to the door. Her mind instantly settled on one scenario: George had been compromised.

      The couple stepped into the corridor and looked toward the cockpit. Richard was leaning on the cockpit door with his left forearm and pounding on the door with his right fist. Elexa was sitting up against the corridor wall. She was clearly unconscious. Not dead. Not in any kind of immediate danger. She knew Richard well enough to know that, had she been in any kind of immediate danger, he wouldn't be pounding on the door.

      The couple raced toward the cockpit.

      "Richard, what's going on?" Emily asked, though she was pretty sure she already knew the answer.

      Richard stopped pounding and turned. "George locked himself in the cockpit."

      David leaned down and placed a hand on Elexa's shoulder. "Is she okay?"

      Elexa's eyes suddenly opened wide. Her right hand darted out and clasped David's throat. David gagged and fell back to a seated position out of Elexa's reach.

      "She's fine," Richard said ironically.

      Elexa pulled her arm back slowly. Her expression softened. She scanned her surroundings, her eyes finding each of her crewmates before settling on David who was rubbing his throat. Clarity set in. "I'm sorry," she gasped.

      David waved her off. "Think nothing of it."

      Elexa planted her hands on the wall behind her, pushing herself up to a standing position, Emily grabbing her arm and assisting her along the way.

      "He...I thought he was going to kill me."

      "He wouldn't do that," Richard said.

      Elexa glared at him. "He tried to kill Deanna."

      Richard didn't respond.

      Elexa crossed her arms over her chest. "I knew I shouldn't have let him on board."

      Richard sighed. "Now is not the time!"

      Elexa opened her mouth to argue but stopped when Emily placed a hand on her shoulder. "Really, now is not the time," she said softly. "We can argue about this stuff later. Right now, we have to figure out how we're going to stop George from doing...whatever it is he's trying to do."

      "Whatever it is The Designer's trying to do," Richard muttered.

      All heads turned toward Richard.

      "Right," Emily said.

      Richard turned from the group and rapped his fist on the door a few times.

      "Well, that's one vote for banging on the door over and over again," Elexa said sarcastically. "Good plan, Richard. But just in case that doesn't work, does anybody else have any bright ideas?"

      Richard turned toward Elexa. "You're starting to sound like Deanna."

      "Yeah, well there's a little bit of Deanna in all of us," she said flatly. She suddenly brightened and jabbed a finger in the air. "That's it!"

      Emily opened her mouth to ask her what she was talking about, but she was interrupted by the sound of running feet. Sebastian had decided to join them.

      "Did you have anything to do with this?" Richard charged.

      Sebastian threw his hands up. "Have anything to do with what?"

      "He didn't have anything to do with this," Emily said. She turned to Elexa. "What's it? Please tell us you have an idea."

      "I have an idea," Elexa confirmed. "We need Deanna's help."

      Emily furrowed her brow. "Deanna," she muttered. "Deanna's kinda―"

      "Perfect," Elexa interjected. "Deanna's kinda perfect. She's gonna help us regain control of the ship."
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      Deanna was confused. She wasn't confused about The Designer's existence. Despite Elexa's best efforts, she hadn't been successful in convincing Deanna that The Designer hadn't paid her a visit. And despite her initial uncertainty, she wasn't confused about The Designer's intentions. She wasn't exactly clear on the details, but she believed that The Designer's intentions were probably good. What confused her was the fact that she was being confined to sickbay. The moment she tried to leave, Elexa was all over her, practically pushing back through the door, practically throwing her onto the bed.

      Deanna thought about it for a moment. Is that how it had actually happened? Or was her mind playing tricks on her? Elexa was a gentle soul. It would be completely out of character for her to treat Deanna, to treat anybody, the way she had treated Deanna earlier. Unless she hadn't treated Deanna that way. Unless her mind was playing tricks on her.

      A side effect of the regenerative medicine. That had to be it.

      "They don't trust you," came her own disembodied voice.

      The Designer. Or a side effect of the regenerative medicine.

      Her three-dimensional mirror image, the one who called herself "The Designer," stepped up alongside her bed, but Deanna wouldn't look at her. Was it even her? She couldn't be certain. She wasn't even certain she existed. She didn't want to believe she existed. Elexa could not, would not, treat her the way she remembered. If that were a figment of her imagination, there was every possibility that The Designer was a figment of her imagination as well.

      The Designer looks just like me, she mused. How incredibly egomaniacal, Deanna.

      She smiled in spite of the frightening circumstances, in spite of the fact that The Designer had moved. She was standing right in front of Deanna. Deanna would have to turn her head or look down to avoid looking at The Designer. She looked down at the floor.

      The Designer sighed. "Look at me."

      Deanna ignored her.

      The Designer crouched, grabbing Deanna by her shoulders. "Look at me!"

      Deanna resisted looking at her.

      The Designer slapped her across the left side of her face. The slap stung, and it was no imaginary sting. It was very real. She touched her tender cheek and looked at The Designer. "Ow!"

      The Designer smiled softly. "I'm sorry. I had to get your attention somehow."

      "Well, ya got it."

      "They don't trust you."

      "Why don't they trust me?"

      "Let's see. Because you tried to bury a dagger in George's chest?"

      "Lose the attitude, Designer, if that's really your name. In case you haven't heard, George tried and succeeded in burying a dagger in my chest which is why I'm here. You of all...people, or whatever it is you are, should know. You put him up to it."

      "I had nothing to do it with that." The Designer paused for a moment. "All right, I had something to do with that. I designed them after all. I designed all of you, so I guess I have to bear some responsibility. I gave the collectives of that planet a modicum of free will. Look how that turned out. They took it upon themselves to declare war upon one another. They blamed me for the choices they made and tried to overthrow me."

      "You knew it was going to happen," Deanna muttered. "I may be a little hazy on who or what is ultimately responsible for what happened back there, but one thing I'm sure of is that you knew it was going to happen, and you didn't do anything to stop it."

      "Free will," The Designer said meekly. "I gave them free will."

      Deanna laughed sardonically. "What a cop-out. What about your free will?"

      The Designer nodded. "You're right. I bear more responsibility, a lot more responsibility, than designing them. I should have stopped them. I'm sorry."

      Deanna shook her head. "Sorry's not gonna cut it."

      She attempted to stand but found that she couldn't. The Designer had her hands on her shoulders, but her grip was loose, and she didn't appear to be holding her down.

      "I'm sorry to do this to you, but I need you listen to me."

      Deanna twisted her upper body as if trying to loosen the grip on her shoulders that she already knew wasn't especially tight. "Please let go of me," she pleaded.

      The Designer immediately released her grip on Deanna's shoulders and opened her arms wide. Deanna tried to stand but couldn't.

      "What is happening to me?"

      "You already know what's happening to you," The Designer said flatly. "I didn't want to do this, but I need you to listen to me."

      "I'm listening," she said, her voice trembling.

      "They don't trust," The Designer said, gazing intently into Deanna's eyes. "They don't trust George either. And of course, they have good reason not to trust either of you after what the two of you tried to do to each other. But that's not your fault, and it's not George's; it's my children's, and now it's mine."

      "What the hell are you talking about?!" Deanna demanded, doing everything in her power to wriggle from The Designer's invisible hold on her.

      "My children are responsible for what you and George tried to do to each other, but they're not responsible for what is happening now. My children are back on the planet you call 'Kepler-438b.' I'm here, and I'm in control."

      The sheer terror she'd been keeping under wraps was making its way to the surface. "What do you want?!" she implored.

      "Let me put your mind at ease. I don't want to hurt you, and I don't want to hurt George. On the contrary, I need both of you to help me."

      "And the others?"

      "Well, I certainly don't want to hurt Emily. She's essential to the mission ahead. In fact, she is what this mission is all about." The Designer looked away momentarily. When her eyes returned to Deanna's, they were cold, blank, devoid of emotion. Deanna was instantly convinced that the look in The Designer's eyes was intended to convey the seriousness of the words that were about to leave her mouth. "I don't want to hurt them, but they're not essential to the mission, and if they happen to get in my way, so be it."

      Intense fear became a state of panic. Her vision was beginning to blur, and she was feeling light-headed. Tears were cascading down her cheeks. She struggled against The Designer's invisible grip as if it were a straight jacket. But it was futile, so she stopped struggling.

      She was at The Designer's mercy, and she had very little to work with, but what she did have was the clarity to reason that the direction she was going in could only end in disaster. This bullet train of terror she was riding on was taking her toward a cliff, and it was pulling her friends right along with her. She had to pull herself back from the brink.

      She took a deep breath, in through her nose and out through her mouth. She repeated the act, in through her nose and out through her mouth. With each breath, her jackhammer of a heart slowed incrementally.

      The Designer remained silent as she breathed. "Are you okay?" she asked, breaking the seconds-long silence.

      She was far from okay, but she was feeling much better than she'd felt moments earlier. "I'll do whatever it is you need me to do," she replied calmly.

      The Designer shrugged. "Well, you don't really have a choice in the matter. Whether or not you choose to do something, you're still going to do it."

      Screw you! she thought, as The Designer stood and took a few casual steps away from her. Can you read my mind?

      The Designer turned to face her. She half-expected a response to her unspoken question, but it never came.

      "Can you release me?" she pleaded meekly. "Please?"

      "If I release you, can I trust you not to do anything foolish?"

      If you release me, I'm gonna kick your ass, she tried again. She hesitated before saying, "No."

      "No, I can't trust you?"

      "No, I meant yes, you can trust me. No, I won't do anything foolish according to your warped definition of 'foolish.'"

      The Designer smiled. "That's the spirit." She gazed expectantly at Deanna. "You can move now."

      Deanna stood. She wiggled her arms and legs to make sure that everything was in perfect working order. She looked at The Designer and shrugged. "Now what?"

      "Now I show you what I've been trying to tell you."

      "They don't trust me."

      "They don't trust you. Your wound has completely healed. You're perfectly healthy. Yet, they're keeping you confined to sickbay. Captain Thomas won't let you return to duty."

      The specific reference to Elexa and the suggestion that she wouldn't let her return to duty stung a bit, but she wasn't sure if she was ready to buy what The Designer was selling. "Well, first off, I'm not completely healed. The external injury may have healed, but the internal injury will take some more time."

      The Designer scoffed. "That's what Richard told you. Do you actually believe that?"

      She didn't. In fact, she felt, as The Designer had suggested, perfectly healthy. But she wasn't ready to concede the point. "The regenerative medicine―"

      "Listen to yourself!" The Designer interjected. "You're making excuses for them. You're making excuses for her. Captain Thomas." She paused before adding softly, "Elexa. She claims to love you, but she doesn't even trust you."

      Direct hit. She wanted to rip The Designer's throat out. The irony of wanting to attack her own image wasn't lost on her.

      "You're clearly upset. I'm sorry. The truth can be a bitter pill to swallow."

      "You're evil."

      "I can see why you would draw that conclusion, but I'm just trying to tell you the truth. Now, it's time to show you the truth." She turned her body and gestured toward the door. "You're welcome to leave if you like."

      Deanna took a tentative step toward the door and stopped. "What's the catch?"

      "The catch is that you're not going to get very far, but I'm not going to stop you."

      She took another tentative step toward the door, keeping her eyes trained on The Designer, briefly debating whether or not to leave...or to try to leave.

      Debate over. There was only one way to find out.

      She marched to the door and opened it to find Elexa on the other side. Deanna sighed and rolled her eyes. Damn it!

      "What are you doing out of bed?!" Elexa demanded, grabbing her arms and gently pushing her back.

      "Told ya so," The Designer gloated. "And just in case you were wondering, she can't see or hear me."

      "There's nothing wrong with me," Deanna insisted. "I'm ready to go back to work."

      "You're ready to go back to bed," Elexa said.

      "I'm ready to kick your ass!" Deanna retorted.

      "Oh, that's lovely."

      Deanna pulled down the left side of her shirt, exposing the area where she had been stabbed. "There's no wound―" She extended her left arm and rotated it. "―either externally or internally. I'm fine."

      "You're healed, but you still need some time to recover."

      "I told you," The Designer chimed in from behind her. "She doesn't trust you. She's just making excuses to keep you locked away in here. For crying out loud, she was standing outside the door. She was probably listening to your end of the conversation with me. She probably thinks you're crazy."

      "Were you standing outside the door?" Deanna queried.

      Elexa nodded. "Yes."

      "Why?"

      "Why?! Because I'm worried about, and based on what I heard, I have every reason to be. Who were you talking to?"

      There was no reason to lie. "The Designer."

      Elexa looked around the room incredulously. "There's no one here."

      "You can't see her...or hear her," Deanna said sheepishly, wincing as the words left her mouth.

      "Her. The Designer is a her."

      "Yeah," Deanna muttered. "Haven't ya heard?"

      Elexa grabbed her shoulders and leaned in close. The intensity in her eyes betraying the urgency of what she was about to say. "Listen to me. You've had an extra dose of regenerative medicine, and it's playing tricks with your mind. You need to get your ass back in bed and rest."

      Deanna was taken aback by her choice of words. "I need to get my ass back in bed? When did you start talking like that? You're starting to sound like me."

      Elexa began pushing her back toward the bed. "Come on."

      Deanna pushed Elexa's hands from her shoulders. "Excuse me! Hands to yourself!"

      "Told ya so," The Designer said. "Now she's getting pushy."

      Ignoring The Designer, Deanna said, "What's going on? What's really going on?"

      "What are you talking about?"

      "Why are you trying to keep me in here?"

      "For your own damn good. You've been stabbed. You've been doped up with regenerative medicine. And now you're starting to hallucinate."

      "I'm not hallucinating." She began to gesture toward The Designer standing off to her right but quickly pulled her arm back. "I was joking."

      Elexa snickered. "Nice try." She placed a hand on Deanna's arm and gestured with the other toward the bed. Deanna didn't budge.

      "No, really. I was joking," she insisted.

      The gentle hand on her arm became a not-so-gentle grip and a not-so-gentle nudge toward the bed. Deanna yanked her arm away, eliciting a look of surprise from Elexa.

      "I told you! Hands to yourself!"

      Elexa put her hands up in mock surrender. "Fine. My hands are to myself...for the time being."

      "For the time being," Deanna echoed cynically.

      "I can't let you leave this room. If I'm forced to put my hands on you, I will. If I'm forced to tie you down, I will. If I'm forced to sedate you, I will."

      Deanna was stunned into hesitation. She wasn't sure how to react. "Why? What are you hiding from me out there?"

      Elexa shook her head. "I'm not hiding anything, honey. I'm concerned for your health. You can't go running around the ship in your condition."

      "My condition. My condition is perfectly fine as I've already explained."

      "You're hallucinating."

      "I'm not hallucinating."

      "You're seeing designers."

      Deanna laughed at the absurdity of that statement. When she was done laughing, she said, "You don't trust me."

      "Now you're catching on," The Designer said.

      Deanna looked at The Designer off to her right. Her doppelganger was casually leaning against the wall as if taking in the show. All she needed was a recliner and a bucket of popcorn.

      "Now you're sounding paranoid," Elexa said. "Another side-effect of regenerative medicine."

      "I'm not paranoid. I tell you that The Designer is here, and you don't believe me. I tell you I was joking, and you don't believe me. I tell you I'm perfectly healthy, and you want to keep me cooped up in here."

      "Exactly!" The Designer chirped. "Not only does the so-called 'love of your life' not trust you; she wants to confine you to this room."

      Deanna was taken aback by The Designer's use of the term "love of your life" as Elexa said, "I didn't say you're paranoid; I said you're sounding paranoid." Deanna heard Elexa, but her words went in one ear and out the other. She was pondering The Designer's use of a term that she had often used in her imagination where she had the courage to be mushy and sentimental with Elexa but a term she had never spoken aloud. Elexa, on the other hand, had used the term, but not to describe Deanna. She'd used it on more than one occasion after the Great Migration and before Elexa and Deanna became a couple to describe her husband. It had made Deanna jealous. Of course, she didn't let on that it made her jealous, just as she didn't let on that she had feelings for Elexa. Perpetually sensitive to the feelings of others, Elexa had stopped using that term to refer to her husband when she and Deanna had become a couple. Deanna couldn't help but wonder if Elexa would ever use that term to describe her.

      But that didn't matter at the moment. What did matter is that The Designer had used it. Could The Designer read her mind? She shook her head. No, The Designer, like the inhabitants of Kepler-438b, spoke telepathically. The corporeal brain interpreted the telepathic signals into words the corporeal brain was familiar with.

      "Hello?" Elexa said, cutting into her thoughts. Deanna looked at her. "Why were you shaking your head?"

      Deanna shrugged. "I...don't know."

      "Stay focused," The Designer said.

      "You're clearly not okay," Elexa insisted. "You're out of it."

      Deanna didn't respond.

      "Would you just humor me please?" Elexa pleaded. "Would you just get back into bed and get some rest?" She smiled warmly. "For me?"

      Deanna felt herself nodding subtly.

      "Don't do it," The Designer seemed to warn.

      Deanna didn't heed the warning, if that's what it had been. She didn't even react to The Designer's words. Sick of arguing with the love of her life, knowing that the love of her life had her best interests in mind, she found herself gliding back to the bed, Elexa's hand on the small of her back.

      "Stop!" The Designer called out.

      Deanna ignored her.

      "Well, then," The Designer said softly. "I guess we're back to square one."

      Deanna froze in her tracks, Elexa bumping her softly from behind. Deanna didn't have to try to take another step to know that she was once again in The Designer's invisible grip.

      "Are you okay?" Elexa asked.

      "I can't―" Deanna began, but the sentence was cut short. She couldn't speak. She couldn't even move her mouth.

      "Can't what?" Elexa asked, coming around to face her.

      I can't move! she wanted to scream, but every muscle from head to toe was frozen.

      Elexa gaped at her. "Deanna, what's wrong?" Her voice was trembling.

      "Get out!" The words left Deanna's mouth, but they weren't hers.

      Deanna's hands lashed out and grabbed Elexa's wrists, but the action wasn't hers. Deanna's body twirled with Elexa's wrists in her hands. Deanna's hands opened, flinging Elexa toward the door. Elexa fought to remain upright, but the momentum brought her to the floor.

      Deanna found a mixture of surprise and terror in Elexa's eyes as she looked up at her from the floor. Deanna wanted to say I'm sorry. She wanted to say It wasn't me. But The Designer wouldn't let her.

      Elexa rose slowly from the floor, her eyes trained on Deanna.

      The Designer said, "She's not going to leave us alone, is she?"

      Deanna wanted to say, Please leave her alone, but of course, The Designer wouldn't let her.

      Elexa raised her hands in a defensive posture. "What are you doing with that?" she gasped.

      She couldn't see what it was that Elexa was referring to because The Designer wouldn't allow her to move her eyes, but she could feel it. It was in her right hand―an all-too-familiar and horrifying feeling. How did it get there?! With the only control she had left, she hoped that it was something else, anything else. But The Designer lifted her arm, bringing the blood-stained dagger that had been pulled from her own chest into her line of sight. But the dagger had been removed in the medical bay. Why had it been brought to her quarters? More importantly, why had The Designer forced her to pick it up? Was it merely a threat?

      She wanted to scream Run! to Elexa as her legs began to move, wanted to say Please don't make me do this to The Designer as she watched Elexa back away toward the door. But neither of those things happened. The Designer wouldn't allow it. She was merely a puppet. All she could do was watch in abject horror as Elexa backed into the door, as Elexa frantically fumbled with the touchscreen panel, as Elexa, her terror-stricken eyes brimming with tears, begged her to stop. But The Designer wouldn't allow her to stop. The Designer wasn't threatening Elexa. The Designer was taking this all the way, and there was nothing Deanna could do to stop it from happening. The best that Deanna could hope for as the blade of the dagger was raised above her head was that Elexa would get the door open. But it was a desperate and false hope. The Designer had somehow disabled the door. The last hope she allowed herself as the blade swooped down toward Elexa was that The Designer would allow her to avert her eyes at the last moment, but that hope was horrifyingly destroyed as she watched the dagger enter the left side of Elexa's chest. She knew that the blade had found Elexa's heart. She didn't even have time to scream. Her eyes went blank, and she collapsed to the floor, the blade of the dagger sliding from her chest.

      And the moment Elexa's body hit the floor, Deanna was released. She was free to scream, free to check Elexa's wrist and carotid artery for a pulse that she knew wouldn't be there, free to sob uncontrollably over Elexa's lifeless body. She was free to lash out at The Designer.

      She leaped to her feet and twirled, blood dripping from the dagger still clutched in her hand, but The Designer was gone. Or perhaps The Designer was never there. Perhaps there never was a Designer. She spun on her heels, hoping that no Designer meant that she had imagined the entire horrifying incident. Elexa's blood-soaked body was lying next to her feet. A fleeting moment of hope gave way to unbridled grief. Unbridled grief gave way to panic. She didn't know what to do. She didn't know where to go. But she knew she had to get as far away from this place as possible.

      Leaping over Elexa's body and slapping the touchscreen panel in one swift, frantic motion, she bolted into the corridor with the dagger still clutched in her right hand and ran from the room as fast as her legs would allow.
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      She ran as far from the horror as she could, but there was only so far she could run on Encounter. She found herself staring out the window of the dining area, the dagger still clutched in her right hand, realizing that she really hadn't left the horror behind at all. She had taken it right along with her. There was nowhere in the universe she could run without the horror of what had just taken place tagging along.

      Along with the horror of what The Designer had forced her to do came the crippling loss. She had just lost the love of her life before taking the opportunity of telling her that she was the love of her life. She had had plenty of opportunities, but now it was all over. It was too late. That ship had sailed.

      She was alone...utterly, helplessly alone in the vacuum of space. She wouldn't have the remainder of her family aboard Encounter anymore. They would never accept her after what she had been forced to do, and they would never believe her story. With one forced swing of the blade, she had lost it all, the entirety of the human race. The Designer had taken it all away from her, and now she was at The Designer's mercy.

      But she didn't have to be. She looked down at the blood-streaked dagger hanging limply from her right hand. The Designer wasn't with her, and for time being, she wasn't under The Designer's control. She didn't have to be The Designer's puppet anymore. She wouldn't be The Designer's puppet anymore.

      She tightened her grip on the dagger's handle and raised it slowly, turning the tip of the blade inward. She noticed that her hands weren't shaking. There was an unusual calm that came with the decision to free herself from The Designer's grip. She placed the tip of the blade on her solar plexus and wrapped the fingers of her left hand around the fingers of her right. She knew that this area of her chest was unprotected by bone. She angled the handle of the blade to her right so that the blade would enter the left side of her chest. She would plunge the blade into her chest, into her heart, and it would all be over. Perhaps she would join Elexa in the afterlife, if there was such a thing. Elexa wouldn't fault her for what she had been forced to do. Elexa would know the truth.

      She smiled slightly at the thought. It gave her a semblance of comfort in her final moments.

      Moment of truth.

      She tilted her head back, closed her eyes and tightened the muscles in her arms.

      "STOP!" came an impossibly familiar voice. It couldn't be. It only sounded like her.

      She lowered her head, opened her eyes and saw her form reflected in the window. Impossible! She whirled around on her heels, blade pointed out, to look upon Elexa's form. But it couldn't be Elexa. It was The Designer, another one of her sadistic tricks. It had to be.

      "Stay away from me!" she warned. It was a futile gesture, and somewhere beneath that tangle of anguish, fury and terror, she knew that it was a futile gesture. The Designer had the power to control her every move. But anguish, fury and terror were taking precedence at the moment.

      "Deanna, it's me," the woman who looked like Elexa said. Her hands were out in front of her in a defensive posture. Her feet were inching forward.

      Deanna's were inching backward. "It can't be," she whispered. "You're dead."

      "Honey, you're confused. I get it. But trust me when I tell you that I am very much alive." She raised her hands, palms out, in a defensive posture. "After what I can only imagine you've been through, I understand that you probably don't have any reason to trust me. But you and I have been in a similar situation before."

      Deanna backed into the window. End of the line. There was nowhere else to go.

      She furrowed her brow. "What are you talking about?"

      "On our way back from Eden. Do you remember? Do you remember how we got back?"

      Deanna thought for a moment before answering. "Of course I remember. How could I forget? What does that have to do...with anything?" A potential answer to her own question began to dawn on her.

      "None of this is real," Elexa said. "Well, except for me...and you, of course. You're in a cryotube, and this―" She gestured at the surrounding area with her arms outstretched. "―is your virtual world." Lowering her arms to her sides, she said, "This is the real me." She chuckled. "Well, it's the virtual representation of the real me."

      Deanna shook her head. It made sense, but she wasn't entirely convinced. "Richard injected me with regenerative medicine."

      "No, honey. He didn't. We don't have any regenerative medicine on Encounter. That's a product of your virtual world. We only had one chance to save you, and that was to put you in a cryotube, to put you in cryopreservation to allow the regenerative medicine that has been in your body for most of your life to do its work. Without the cryotube, and without this virtual world, we wouldn't be having this conversation."

      "The virtual world is supposed to be a happy place," Deanna said skeptically. "This place is dark."

      "I think The Designer's had something to do with that. At some point, she got into your head. I don't know when or how. Emily knows more about it. But you carried her in here. George carried her in here. You've both been...infected by her, for lack of a better term. She's messing with your virtual world, causing you to see things that aren't part of the program."

      "George?"

      Elexa sighed and nodded. "That's why I'm here. George has locked himself in the cockpit and is taking us...somewhere; we don't know where. But we need to take back control of the ship."

      Deanna understood what she was suggesting, but she didn't know if it was feasible. "You want us to fly Encounter...from here."

      "We've done it before."

      Deanna nodded, silently reflecting on the revelation that the two of them had piloted Encounter from Eden to Earth from their virtual worlds. George had designed the virtual world program to interface with the ship's navigation system in the event that the ship lost life support and the crew was forced to take refuge in the cryotubes. But Elexa was overlooking a very important detail.

      "But the virtual world interface would only work if someone wasn't flying the ship...out there in the real world. I mean, we can try to fly the ship, but George can easily override us."

      Elexa shrugged, palms up. "It's the best shot we have. It's the only shot we have."

      Deanna didn't realize that she was still holding the dagger up until her arm began to sink. She looked down at the weapon and watched it settle at her side. Not that it ever mattered. The dagger wouldn't have done her any good against The Designer anyway. At least, she didn't think it would have.

      She looked up and smiled, the realization that she was laying eyes upon the woman she thought she had lost only moments earlier beginning to sink in. The love of her life was standing before her, albeit a virtual representation of the woman she thought she'd lost. It was enough. It was more than enough.

      The dagger dropped to the floor. She took a step toward Elexa, her arms rising to embrace her. Elexa mirrored her actions.

      Then Elexa changed. She wasn't just mirroring Deanna's actions; she was mirroring her image down to the finest detail. The Designer had returned. No, The Designer had never left. Elexa had never been there. She'd been right when she'd first looked upon Elexa's image. The Designer was tricking her. She had, once again, taken Elexa's form.

      And once again, anguish enveloped her. It was worse the second time because she thought she'd been given back something she'd thought she'd lost. She'd been given a moment to bask in the joy of having Elexa back before having her ripped away again. The Designer was toying with her emotions, adding insult to injury, and Deanna was furious.

      She turned, found the dagger and picked it up. This time, she would not hesitate. She was beyond caring if the dagger would have any effect on The Designer. She just wanted the satisfaction, the relief, of lashing out at her.

      She took two swift strides toward her own image and plunged the dagger into The Designer's solar plexus. She took two steps back to admire her handiwork. As she'd suspected, The Designer remained unharmed. She looked down curiously at the dagger sticking out of her chest. When she looked back at Deanna, her image morphed into that of Elexa.

      It was more than she could handle. "Why are you doing this to me?" she sobbed.

      "Why am I doing this to you?!" Elexa's form said incredulously. "You just stabbed me in the chest for crying out loud!" She rolled her eyes, grabbed the dagger's handle, pulled it out of her chest and casually tossed it aside. There was no blood on the dagger as it hit the floor, no blood on Elexa's form. The area of the shirt where Deanna thought the dagger had entered was undamaged.

      Deanna's world was spinning. Her vision was blurring. She was going to faint. She grabbed her head and lurched forward.

      Elexa's form raised her hands as if to catch her. "Whoa! Are you okay?! Stay with me!"

      Deanna steadied herself and looked at Elexa's form. "What the hell is going on here? Who are you?"

      "Who do you think I am?"

      "You're either Elexa or The Designer. You looked like me a moment ago."

      "Honey, it's me; it's Elexa. The Designer is in your head, and The Designer is screwing with your head...for some strange reason that I have yet to fathom."

      Deanna looked across the room at the dagger lying on the floor. Elexa followed her gaze.

      "What?" Elexa said, gesturing toward the dagger. "You wanna give it another shot?" She walked to the dagger, picked it up, walked to Deanna and, holding it by the blade with the handle out, offered it to her. "Be my guest."

      Deanna met her gaze before taking the dagger.

      Elexa pulled her shoulders back. "The chest again, or do you want to go for the throat?"

      Deanna studied the dagger lying loosely across her upturned palm. "The throat," she muttered. She clasped the handle and brought the blade to the flesh of her own throat. She looked at Elexa to assess her reaction, but the act elicited only mild surprise.

      "This is a virtual world," Elexa said casually. "You can't kill yourself, though I'm not sure why you'd want to try."

      "I don't want to try; I just wanted to see your reaction."

      Elexa furrowed her brow. "Why?"

      "Because I'm confused...and I'm running out of ideas. I don't know what to believe anymore."

      Elexa raised her hands toward the dagger at Deanna's throat. Deanna lowered her hands to meet Elexa's. The warm touch of her hands as they enveloped her own was familiar, virtual or not.

      "This thing is useless," Elexa said, referring to the dagger held between them. She removed her left hand from Deanna's clasped hand and grabbed the tip of the blade with her thumb and index finger. The handle slid from Deanna's loose grip and was tossed aside once again. "It's a good thing too. I need my faithful sidekick."

      If there was any lingering doubt about the identity of the woman before her, the "faithful sidekick" reference destroyed it. It wasn't just the reference; it was the inflection with which she uttered the reference.

      "Pssh. I'm nobody's sidekick."

      Elexa smiled and pulled her in for a hug. Virtual or not, it felt good to be in her arms.

      Deanna pulled back. Suppressing a virtual tear, she said, "All right. Enough of this mushiness. We have a mystery to solve, Scooby-Doo."

      "You know that show?"

      "Pssh. How young do you think I am?"

      "Yeah, we never quite got around to having that conversation, did we? Anyway, if anyone's Scooby-Doo, it's you." She pinched Deanna's cheek. "Because you're my faithful sidekick."

      Deanna playfully swiped Elexa's hand away and glowered at her. "I'm nobody's sidekick."
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      "I hope this works," David muttered.

      It was kind of a moot point, Emily mused. Of course he hoped it would work. But she understood why he said it. The silence in the cryo-room was probably stifling for David, Richard and the man who'd pretended to be her dead father. David probably couldn't stand the silence a moment longer and felt the need to break it.

      She didn't feel the need to break it. The four of them had been silently gazing down into Elexa's and Deanna's cryotubes like campers around a fire, attempting to glean the answers to the mysteries that surrounded them from the dancing flames. Unlike David, Richard and the man who'd pretended to be her dead father, she was perfectly fine with the silence. And she was perfectly fine with a bit of small talk to break the silence as long as she didn't have to participate in it. She had some ruminating to do, and she was content to ruminate over Elexa's and Deanna's cryotubes on all that had transpired thus far.

      First on her list was the man who'd pretended to be her dead father. She was having a difficult time coming to terms with that particular turn of events.

      "We have a chance," Richard said in response to David's remark, breaking into Emily's train of thought. "We know they can fly the ship from their virtual worlds. It's just a matter of taking control of the ship from George. He designed the ship. He knows how it works better than anybody."

      Emily's eyes were locked on Richard after the last word left his mouth, but she wasn't really looking at him. She was transported back in time to that fateful moment when she'd rejoined the Great Community on Eden, when she'd abandoned her crewmates and forced them to seek refuge in the very same cryotubes that surrounded her. She was transported back in time when, for her, time hadn't existed. It had been a timeless moment for her, a thousand year journey for her crewmates that had felt like a timeless moment in their virtual worlds, a thousand years that she and the Great Community had needed to cleanse the Earth.

      She shook her head, confident that none of her companions saw her shaking her head. If they had seen her shaking her head, they would have known that she was not really with them in the moment. Her moment was a thousand years ago when she'd made a series of decisions in conjunction with the Community of Light that in hindsight seemed selfish, to put it mildly. She couldn't remember most of it anymore; the filter of the flesh had robbed her of most of her memories of the event, but the vaguest of memories and the feelings associated with them were still there. What she knew for certain is that she and the Great Community had left five corporeal beings behind to pick up the pieces of their own lives. She and the Great Community had taken their entire species and everything they'd created and achieved away from them and told them to look at a bunch of microorganisms dormant in a meteor and nurture them, watch them grow. She had a vague memory of telling David that everything that has happened is happening, that everything that will happen is happening. She had a vaguer memory of telling her friends that they'd chosen this path for themselves. She'd become cynical over the course of their expedition to Kepler-438b, and she wasn't certain that she believed any of that anymore if she ever believed it at all.

      Pulled back to the moment by the distinct feeling that she was being watched, she looked up to meet Sebastian's eyes.

      "I know what you're thinking about," he said unabashedly, as if he and Emily were the only two people in the room.

      "You don't know what I'm thinking about," she said defiantly.

      "I do. You're forgetting that we're a part of each other. We have a mental connection."

      She could feel the weight of David's and Richard's eyes on them.

      "You're thinking about the journey back to Earth after the Eden expedition," he said.

      She furrowed her brow. That wasn't a mental connection. He wasn't reading her mind. That was plain old intuition and deduction based on the very reason they were standing in the cryo-room. David and Richard could have surmised that. Why did this man feel the need to tell her that he knew what she was thinking about? Was it a mind game?

      She was in no mood for games.

      She leaned in, bringing her face defiantly close to his. "When we regain control of the ship, you and I are gonna have a little talk."

      She held his eyes a moment longer before turning on her heels and exiting the room.
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      George wasn't surprised when the ship's course suddenly changed. In fact, he fully expected it. He wanted to laugh, but the best he could muster was a slight, momentary grin. He had the freedom to hope that Elexa and Deanna would be successful in retaking control of the ship. He would have the freedom to celebrate in the unlikely event that they were successful. But he was a pragmatist. Hope wasn't going to save the day, and he doubted that he would have anything to celebrate. He designed the ship with a virtual world interface. If the ship were to lose life support, the crew could take to the cryotubes and fly Encounter from their virtual worlds. But the virtual world interface was not designed to take control away from a pilot sitting at the helm.

      The Designer stepped into the periphery of his vision. He was growing accustomed to her frequent absences, surmising that she was dividing her attention between himself and Deanna. It made sense; they had both been infected by The Designer's children and had been under their control. Despite The Designer's statements to the contrary, George had little doubt that The Designer had a hand in his and Deanna's confrontation in the tower.

      He looked up at The Designer. She was leering down at him.

      She. He was having a difficult time coming to terms with the fact that his exact double was female.

      "We've changed course," The Designer said.

      George gave her a slight nod before turning back to his helm. Thanks for the info, Captain Obvious. He let the silence hang in the air for a moment before saying, "We both knew this was going to happen. I just have to lock them out, and we'll be back on track."

      He ran his fingers over the console. He'd designed the ship, but he'd never had to utilize this particular feature in the real world, only in simulations, and those simulations were a distant memory. He found, to his pleasant surprise, that he wasn't particularly enthusiastic about remembering. It wasn't a lengthy process. That much was in the back of his head. He just had to open a couple of different screens on his console. But his fingers weren't moving over the screen with urgency. There was a moment's pause when it came to remembering which screens to open to bring him to the next step in the process. He was fairly certain that this would not have been the case had he not been under The Designer's control, had he actually wanted to utilize this feature. The Designer's hold on him was not absolute. It seemed that, however small, he had some semblance of control. He was buying his crewmates some time.

      The Designer moved closer, asserting her presence. "Why do I get the feeling that you're stalling?"

      "I wasn't under the impression that I had the power to stall," George retorted.

      That little retort gave him another reason to be hopeful, reinforcing his belief that he had some control over himself, the best part of himself. The Designer had his body, but George had his mind, and he was able to use his mind to limit The Designer's control over his body.

      "This is taking longer than I expected," The Designer said.

      "I haven't done this in quite some time. I'm a little rusty, but I'll have control of the ship momentarily."

      His fingers worked the display screen faster than he would have liked but slower than The Designer would have liked. If George had been a pessimist, he might have regarded doing The Designer's bidding against his will at all as a loss. But ever the optimist, George regarded his slow-moving fingers as a small victory.

      But the small victory had the potential for a much larger victory. It would require a very bold choice for Elexa and Deanna, one that had the potential to cost George his life.
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      "It's dangerous," Deanna said sheepishly.

      "I know."

      "It could kill him."

      Elexa wanted to lash out at her, but she would have been lashing out at the wrong person. She was angry at herself for suggesting it and furious at herself for having every intention of putting her suggestion into action.

      "It's the only option we have," Elexa muttered, doing everything in her power to keep an untimely and misdirected outburst at bay. "George would agree with me." She cringed slightly as the words rolled off her tongue. It sounded like an excuse, but she knew it to be true.

      Deanna nodded solemnly. "You're right; he would. The stubborn son of a bitch."

      "Selfish son of a bitch."

      "Stubborn, selfish son of a bitch." She glanced at her helm. "There's not much time. We're gonna need the others in here―and fast."

      "Be right back."

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      Elexa opened her eyes. Richard's face was the first she saw before pounding on the window of her cryotube. She lay still as the virtual world needle slid from her temple. The cryotube door opened with a hiss, sliding down along the length of the cryotube.  Elexa sat up and jerked her thumb toward the cryotubes next to her.

      "We're gonna need all of you in here pronto!" she said urgently. She glanced around the cryo-room. "Where's Emily?"

      Richard, David and Sebastian glanced at the cryo-room door.

      Elexa sighed. "Get her back here―fast!"

      "Right," David said, turning on his heels and heading for the exit.

      Richard furrowed his brow. "Why? What are you planning on doing?"

      "Something drastic."

      Richard gasped. "No."

      "No what?"

      "If you want us in the cryotubes, that means―"

      "It's dangerous," she interjected before he had a chance to accuse her of something dreadful. "I'm not planning on killing him if that's what you were about to suggest, but yes, there is a risk."

      "You're willing to risk his life."

      "It's a last resort, Richard. We're out of options. But trust me when I tell you that I am going to do everything in my power to keep him alive." She feared and expected that her attempted reassurance wouldn't offer him much solace, but she couldn't bring herself to lie to him.

      "So am I," Richard said, before turning away defiantly and leaving the room.

      "Damn it," Elexa muttered.

      "I'm not going to pretend that I know what you have planned," Sebastian said, breaking the moments-long awkward silence, "but if there's anything I can do to help, I'm all ears."

      Elexa regarded him for a moment. "I'm not exactly sure who or what you are, but if you really want to help, you'll get Richard into one of these cryotubes as quickly as possible." She paused a moment before adding, "Emily cares about him―a great deal."

      Sebastian nodded. "I know. I'll do what I can."

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      "Is it too early to say 'I told ya so?'" Deanna asked from the seat of her virtual helm.

      Elexa rolled her eyes. "Yes! Much too early! Stay focused. How close is he to locking us out?"

      "We've got about five minutes...tops."

      Elexa stood in front of her helm but didn't move toward the exit.

      Deanna looked askance at her. "So what the hell are you still doing here?!" Elexa looked at Deanna and furrowed her brow, taken aback by the slight outburst. "We have less than five minutes to pull this off. Get your ass down to engineering!"

      Elexa placed her hands on her hips. "Excuse me?"

      Deanna rolled her eyes. "Oh, I'm sorry. Get your ass down to engineering, Captain."

      Elexa shook her head as she made her way to the exit. "That's more like it. We'll talk about your attitude when this is all over."

      "Looking forward to it."

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      She had less than five minutes to pull this off, and Emily, David, Richard and Sebastian had less than five minutes to get into their cryotubes. She loathed the idea of risking their lives along with George's, but the alternative, allowing George to endanger all of their lives, was not an option. Besides, she was pretty sure she had this all figured out. Yes, the lives of anyone aboard Encounter would be at risk with this unprecedented maneuver, but the risk would be minimal. It would be like minor surgery―safe with the ever-present, virtually non-existent risk. That's what she told herself, and although it wasn't an entirely apt comparison, it helped her to focus. That was important―for their safety, for their lives. She'd never done anything like this before. She'd never had any reason to. She had to focus if she was going to pull this off. She had to focus if she was going to save their lives.

      Less than five minutes. It wouldn't take that long, but she walked at a brisk pace all the same. Her brisk walk became a trot. Her trot became a run. She didn't need to run to get there in time. She could stroll and be there in less than a minute. But she wanted to get there early. She didn't want to rush through the process any more than a surgeon wanted to rush through minor surgery. She wanted to spend as much time on the process as possible.

      She was no engineer; she was the captain, and it was a captain's responsibility to be familiar with the ship's design. She'd never taken her responsibilities as captain lightly, and as such, she knew the ship nearly as well as the ship's designer, the same man she was trying to stop from doing whatever it was he was trying to do. She didn't have to think about which way to turn when she entered engineering; she could have found what she was looking for with her eyes closed. A sharp right through the sliding door and a brief jog through the intimately familiar landscape of engineering led her to a wall-mounted touchscreen computer terminal.

      She stopped just short of the terminal. It hadn't scared her the countless times she'd looked at it before, but it terrified her now. It hadn't meant anything to her before. It had never been real. But now, it meant something. Now, it was real.

      Her hands were shaking violently at her sides. She felt a wave of panic on the precipice of her senses and clamped her eyes shut. She took a deep breath in through her nose and out through her mouth. She flexed her fingers and shook her hands, pulled her shoulders up to her ears and performed a few neck rolls.

      Fear was okay, she told herself. But panic? No, panic was something else, something she couldn't afford, something her friends couldn't afford. Panic would put the lives of her friends in danger, and she couldn't and wouldn't allow that to happen.

      She opened her eyes and stepped up to the terminal that controlled the ship's life-support systems.
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      Richard ran the length of the corridor toward the cockpit as fast as his legs would allow. He was desperate. He knew that, but he also knew that he couldn't get into one of those cryotubes without one last ditch effort to get through to George, to get him to open that door. And he believed, or at least he hoped, that he had something new to work with, something that could conceivably break the spell that he was under.

      He slowed when he caught sight of Emily and David making a hasty exit from Emily's quarters. They wouldn't know what he was up to. They would assume that he had come to bring them back to the cryo-room.

      "Where are you going?" David asked.

      "You know where he's going," Emily said.

      No, he hadn't given them enough credit. "You know where I'm going," Richard echoed, making to walk past them.

      David stepped in front of him, putting a hand on his chest, a move that surprised and impressed Richard. "We have to get back to the cryo-room."

      "If it were Emily in there?" Richard reasoned. He looked at Emily. "If it were David in there?"

      Emily and David looked at one another. David removed his hand from Richard's chest and stepped aside.

      "Thank you," Richard said, walking swiftly past the couple to the cockpit door.

      "Richard?" Emily said softly, pleadingly.

      Richard turned.

      "It's gonna be okay," she assured him.

      He wasn't sure what she meant, but he took solace in her words.

      He gave her a subtle nod and said, "Get into your cryotubes. I'll be there in a couple of minutes...with or without George...preferably with."

      She gave him an encouraging smile. "See ya soon."

      Richard watched the couple walk a few steps toward the opposite end of the corridor before turning toward the cockpit door. He tapped lightly on the door.

      "George, I need you to listen to me. You may be able to lock us out of navigation, but you can't lock us out of the life control systems." He paused, giving the ramifications of his words a moment to sink in. "You know what that means."

      Silence.

      "I'm sure you know that this is a last resort," he continued. "Elexa has no intention of killing you, but there's always the chance..." His voice tapered off, the last word coming out as a partial sigh. Exasperated, he dropped his right shoulder against the door and slumped, his chin tucked close to his chest. He was out of ideas. The only option he had left was to tell him how he felt. "I can't lose you," he pleaded. "I can't even run the risk of losing you."

      He felt defeated, and despite what he'd told Emily, he was quite content to remain slumped against the door; he was quite content to slide down the door to a seated position and remain there until Elexa did what she felt she needed to do, even if what she felt she needed to do included the end for two of her crewmates. If George was going to die, Richard was going to be joining him.

      "Richard." It was Sebastian.

      Richard didn't bother to look at him. "What."

      "I was sent to bring you back." His tone was soft, tentative. "Elexa sent me to bring you back."

      "I'll be there," Richard lied. "I just need―"

      "A few more minutes. Well, I don't know if we have a few more minutes."

      Richard cut Sebastian with a sharp look. "We? You're free to go anytime."

      "You love George. I get it. But you also love David, Emily, Elexa and Deanna. They're your family as well. Elexa is not going to kill George. But I don't have to tell you that there is a risk. Please, don't force her to put two lives at risk."

      "Elexa sent you," Richard muttered. "You could have refused. Why would you want to save me? What's in it for you?"

      Sebastian didn't respond.

      "You didn't come here for me," Richard suggested. "You came here for Emily."

      "She needs her father."

      "I thought you were her father."

      "I'm not her father. I would like to be, but I'm not. You're the closest thing to a father..." He stopped himself and hesitated before continuing, as if trying to find the right words. "You're the only father she has right now. You're her father."

      Richard offered Sebastian an affectionate smile. "You may be more of a father to her than you know."
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      George listened helplessly to Richard's incessant pounding a pleading and was in a state of anguish, tears trickling down his cheeks, by the time it stopped.

      "He's gone," The Designer informed him.

      "I know."

      George knew that Richard was going back to the cryotube after his obligatory last-ditch effort to talk him out of the cockpit, and he was pretty sure he knew what was coming next. It would be the logical next step.

      When the minutes ticked by, and George noticed a difference in the level of effort it took to draw a decent breath, he knew exactly what was happening. And despite his labored breathing and the fact that he was probably going to pass out momentarily, a satisfied grin touched his lips. He wanted to applaud his crewmates for making such a bold choice.

      He slumped over his helm, his world beginning to fade.

      "What's happening?" The Designer inquired.

      "They...lowered...the oxygen...levels," George gasped.

      "They're trying to kill you?"

      George shook his head. "They're...trying to...knock me...out." He pulled in the deepest breath he could manage. "They...wouldn't...try to...kill me."

      "They can access the life-support systems from the virtual world?"

      "They can...access...anything."

      "They can't access the helm anymore, can they?"

      George shook his head.

      "Because you locked them out. So lock them out of the life-support systems."

      "Impossible." He took a deeper breath than he believed was possible at that point, and his fading world became a bit brighter. Either he was adjusting to the oxygen levels, or the oxygen levels had been raised slightly. "I can lock them out...of the helm...here, but I would have to be...there...in engineering...to lock them out of...life-support."

      "So go to engineering and lock them out," The Designer said, desperation filling her voice.

      It was then that it occurred to George that if something were not possible, The Designer could not force him to try. It was as if The Designer's absolute hold on him regarding specific tasks she wanted him to carry out was dependent upon whether or not the task was possible.

      George stood and faced The Designer. "I can't...and I think you know that." The Designer looked at him quizzically. "I'll never...make it," George clarified.

      The Designer's expression filled with consternation, she looked toward the viewport and found something that softened her features and brought a smile to her lips. George traced her gaze and was met with a view that filled him with a sense of foreboding. Eden was waiting for them in the distance. George knew what she wanted him to do a moment before she said it.

      “Turn the ship around,” The Designer ordered. “Back to Kepler-438b.”

      George was nonplussed. “Why?”

      “You’re going to set a collision course for the planet's surface."

      George shook his head. "No." He was surprised by his response. The Designer wasn't forcing him to do it. She wanted him to respond to his command. It wasn't enough for The Designer to enter his mind and pull his strings like a marionette; she wanted his obedience. That was the control she desired. She wanted to dominate his will.

      "No?" The Designer was clearly perturbed by this turn of events.

      George smiled sardonically. The ball was in his court for the time being. "No," he repeated. "I won't...do it, not of my own...volition."

      Despite the circumstances, he couldn't help but muse that he was doing battle with himself as he gazed into the increasingly frustrated countenance of a being who perfectly mirrored his own features. His will on one side, total control of his body on the other. A George divided cannot stand, he thought, chuckling as he swayed on his feet, oxygen deprivation threatening to drop him. Oh, the irony.

      The Designer looked askance at him, clearly bewildered by George's ill-timed levity. "You know that I can force you."

      George reached for the helm to brace himself. "That's what it's really all about, isn't it? You don't want to force me to do it; you want me to want to do it. You don't just want my body; you want my will. Well, you can't have it. You want me to set a collision course? You're gonna have to force me to do it."

      The Designer hesitated before forcing a thin smile, a thinly-veiled attempt to mask her frustration. The smile didn't come close to reaching her eyes. "Very well," she muttered.

      She turned toward the helm, and George turned with her, once again locked in her grip. But he was satisfied. He had won a major battle. If the war were to be lost in a smoldering heap of jagged steel on the surface of Kepler-438b, it wouldn't be lost to The Designer's complete satisfaction. She wouldn't be getting his will. He would be taking that with him.

      He sat at the helm against his will. He set a course for Kepler-438b against his will. He engaged the impulse engines at maximum velocity against his will.
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      "We're picking up speed," Deanna said, gaping at her virtual helm. "We're at maximum impulse!"

      "We're in space," David said. "Is that a bad thing? I mean, unless there's something to crash into. Oh."

      "Do you think he has us on a collision course?" Richard asked as he and Sebastian stepped into the virtual world cockpit.

      "I think it's a safe bet," Deanna replied, "one that we won't be able to collect on if I'm right and we don't do something to stop him."

      She tapped her helm, and leaned closer, as if bringing her mouth as close to the helm's intercom would stress the urgency of what she was about to tell Elexa waiting in engineering. "Hey, Cap. I hope this doesn't freak you out, and I really hope I'm wrong about this, but I think George has us on a collision course."

      "Into what?" Elexa's voice crackled over the intercom.

      Deanna knew Elexa well enough to know that she wasn't actually asking her a question she couldn't possibly have the answer to. The virtual world interface was locked out of the helm, and there was no way for them to see what was outside of the ship from the virtual world.

      After a moment's pause, Deanna muttered, "You know I don't know that."

      "Yes, I know you don't know that; I was just thinking out loud. How do you know we're on a collision course?"

      "We came out of warp, came to a full stop, then accelerated to maximum impulse...after you lowered the oxygen. And...it's what I would do."

      "Yeah, me too. Just so we're on the same page, you think he's threatening to crash us into something unless we raise the oxygen."

      "Pretty sure. This is just the threat. My guess is that he's giving us a few minutes to come to the realization that he's serious before telling us what he wants."

      "What the hell are you talking about?!" Richard jumped in. "You're speaking as if George is responsible for all of this, as if he has control over his own actions. He doesn't."

      Deanna opened her mouth to speak but was beaten to the punch by Elexa. "You're right, Richard," she conceded, her voice distorted by the crackle of the intercom. "The actions are his, but the intentions, whatever they are, are somebody or something else's. But he still has to be stopped."

      "That's just what I was going to say," Deanna murmured disingenuously. She wasn't quite sure what she was going to say before she was cut off by Elexa, but she was pretty sure it wouldn't have been quite so diplomatic. "Before we take the who is responsible for what conversation any further, we should probably have a conversation about how to avoid ending up in a burning heap of metal on the surface of...whatever. We are on a collision course, remember?"

      "Hello?" came a meek but unmistakable voice over the intercom.

      "Uncle George!" Deanna called out. "We were just talking about you. How are things in the cockpit? And why are you trying to kill us?"

      "George!" Richard exclaimed, walking frantically toward the nearest cockpit speaker as if it would bring him closer to his husband. "What is happening?!"

      "Having...a little trouble...breathing. I'll keep this...short and sweet. I have enough faith in all of you...to postulate that you have probably figured out...that I am not in control of my actions. My captor...has forced me to set a collision course...for a nearby planetary body." George's voice was momentarily replaced with several gasps. "Losing...consciousness. Return...oxygen...fast."

      "Elexa?!" Richard said urgently.

      "I'm already on it," Elexa replied dejectedly.

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      While the plan to regain control of ship fell apart, Emily stepped up alongside Sebastian. "Thank you."

      "For what?"

      Emily smirked. Was he playing dumb? "You know what."

      "How do you know it was me?"

      Her smirk became a smile. "We're connected, remember?"

      Amid the chaos in the cockpit, the pair stood shoulder to shoulder, gazing straight ahead as they spoke, like a couple of spies who were meeting in public and didn't want anybody to know that they were talking to each other.

      "I didn't do it for him; I did it for you."

      She'd known that he'd done it for her, and she was touched by the gesture, but hearing the words pass his lips moved her so profoundly that she was beginning to regret the decision she'd made.

      "I know," she said with a touch of remorse. If he picked up on that touch of remorse in her tone, he didn't acknowledge it. She wasn't looking at him, but she could've sworn she felt him smiling as he said, "You're welcome." A moment's pause was broken with, "I guess that little talk will have to wait a bit longer."

      That little talk. They would have to have that little talk sooner or later. Her blossoming affection for Sebastian was going to make that little talk all the more difficult.

      "I guess so," she uttered.
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      The oxygen levels returned to normal, the relief cascading over him like a waterfall on a sweltering summer day. George took the deepest breath his lungs would allow, letting the beautiful air expand his diaphragm before releasing it. He coughed as the air exited his lungs. The sound of his cough was music to his ears. His body needed a moment to readjust to the normal oxygen levels. He smiled and closed his eyes as he took another deep, diaphragm expanding breath. No more coughing. Another deep breath. Damn, the air felt good!

      "Feeling better?" The Designer asked.

      I was until I heard the sound of my own voice asking me if I'm feeling better, George wanted to say. Instead, he simply said, "Yes."

      The truth of the matter was that the beautiful feeling of the oxygen washing over him was tempered by the knowledge that The Designer had won this particular battle. The Designer didn't have George's will, and that was George's victory to savor, but she still had George in her grasp, and with George in her grasp, she had Encounter to do with as she pleased. George and his family were at The Designer's mercy.

      The Designer nodded toward the viewport. "We're still on a collision course."

      George turned slowly. Kepler-438b filled most of the viewport. The Designer didn't need to force George to the helm to alter the ship's course; George would do it on his own. But that sense of urgency wasn't there. He took his time sitting at the helm.

      Whether or not his every move was being controlled by The Designer, he was a puppet. If The Designer was forcing him to do her bidding, he was a puppet. If he was doing The Designer's bidding of his own volition, he was a puppet. He was sick of being a puppet. He had half a mind to take his place at the helm and throw the ship into warp. The ship and its crew would disintegrate on impact. He wondered what would become of The Designer. Assuming this god-like creature were to survive, she would be without her prize. Her plan for them, whatever it was, would not be successful―unless driving them to kill themselves was her plan for them. Another one of those free will is an illusion experiments perhaps.

      He shook his head as he slowed Encounter to one-quarter impulse. Regardless of what The Designer wanted, sacrificing the lives of everyone on board was not an option. He doubted that he had even been seriously considering such a move. At least, he hoped that he hadn't been seriously considering such a move. He'd just been ruminating under extreme duress. Yes, that was it.

      Approaching Eden's atmosphere, closer to the planet than he remembered being the last time he'd visited, George said, "Next?"

      "Bring her in. I think you know where to go."

      George cocked an eyebrow and looked over his shoulder at The Designer. "Do I?"

      The Designer smiled knowingly.

      George turned back to the helm. "Right."

      Despite feigning ignorance, he knew where The Designer wanted him to go and lay in a course.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

        

      

    

    
      Much time had passed. But time was relative. What had been days for George would have been minutes for his friends in holed up in their cryotubes. And from their vantage point, they would have no idea where The Designer had forced George to take them. They would soon find out.

      Approaching the familiar planet’s atmosphere, closer to the planet than he remembered being the last time he'd visited, George said, "Next?"

      "Bring her in. I think you know where to go."

      George cocked an eyebrow and looked over his shoulder at The Designer. "Do I?"

      The Designer smiled knowingly.

      George turned back to the helm. "Right."

      Despite feigning ignorance, he knew where The Designer wanted him to go and lay in a course.

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      There was a sense of familiarity about their location. Emily could sense the familiarity. But that sense of familiarity was missing something significant: warmth. That sense of familiarity was cold, lifeless. In that sense, it was unfamiliar. Like a friend or a loved one who just returned from a long journey through hell. They were there but not quite there.

      "Eden," Emily mumbled, as much to herself as the others.

      A collective gasp filled the cockpit of their shared virtual world.

      “Eden,” David echoed skeptically. “How is that...That’s impossible.”

      “It’s not impossible,” Richard said quietly.

      “We just left Kepler-438b,” David pointed out. “A trip to Eden would take...days. It would take a day to reach the wormhole and another four days to reach Eden.”

      Richard met David’s gaze. “And if George has taken us to Eden, it took us five days.”

      David looked askance at him. “We’ve been in her for a few minutes.”

      Richard nodded slowly. “We’ve been in this virtual world scenario for a few minutes.”

      David gasped as the reality of their situation dawned on him. "You set it to loop."

      “The virtual world scenarios are always set to loop,” Richard clarified.

      “But we know we’re in a virtual world,” Deanna pointed out.

      “It doesn’t matter. Regardless of whether or not you’re aware that you’re in a virtual world, the virtual world scenarios have to loop to maintain brain function. We’re in a cryogenic state. Remember? You can adjust the time of the virtual world loop, but there is a maximum amount of time you can set it for. And despite knowing that we’re in a virtual world, there’s no way for us to know if this scenario has been looping until we leave the cryotubes.”

      “So you’re saying we’ve been in this virtual world for five days?” David asked.

      “If George has taken us to Eden,” Richard replied.

      “He has,” Emily said.

      "How do you know?" Elexa asked.

      Emily dipped her head and cocked an eyebrow. "My spidey-sense is tingling. I just know."

      David said, "If anyone should know, it's you."

      Emily smiled and gave him a wink. "Thanks for the support, honey."

      "Yes, thank you for that, David," Deanna added cynically. "But I was under the impression that your spidey-sense wasn't quite as tingly as it used to be, Emily."

      "No, it's not as tingly as it used to be," Emily conceded, "but it's still plenty tingly, especially when there's an emotional component, something nearby. Trust me; we're just outside of Eden. In fact―" Her eyes wandered about the cockpit. "―we're passing through the atmosphere now."

      Deanna chortled sardonically. "Joy. Emily, prognosticator of prognosticators, strikes again."

      Emily ignored the jibe. She had long ago grown accustomed to Deanna's cynical disposition, and she had far more pressing matters to contend with. Why had The Designer brought them to Eden? And just as importantly, what was it about the planet that had changed since her last visit? She couldn't answer the first question, as she couldn't possibly know what The Designer was up to. She had an answer to the second question, and the answer made her blood run cold: The planet was devoid of life. Like most of her non-corporeal existence, her memories of Eden were vague at best. But the strongest of those vague memories were memories of life on this planet. She was sure of it, even if the specific nature of the life that had once existed on the planet eluded her. And just as sure as she was that life had once existed on this planet, and that she had interacted with that life in some way, she was just as sure that the life she’d interacted with was no longer present. It had vacated the premises. And there was a sense of tragedy that accompanied the fact that life no longer existed on this planet. Something had gone terribly wrong here.

      "Why would The Designer bring us here?" Richard asked.

      "She wants to show us something," Emily said. "More accurately, she wants to show us something that doesn't exist."

      Deanna threw her head back and groaned. "She wants to show us something that doesn't exist," she echoed cynically.

      "She wants to show us what is missing."

      "Cut to the chase," Deanna barked.

      "What's missing?" Richard asked, his voice just above a whisper.

      Emily raised her eyes to meet Richard's. "Life. Life is missing."

      The silence that followed Emily's words was palpable.

      "Isn't that kind of a moot point?" Elexa suggested, breaking the silence and easing the tension. "I mean, it was essentially a lifeless planet when we came here a thousand years ago."

      Deanna threw a hand up and closed her eyes in mock worship. "Sing it, sister!"

      "And...a lot has happened since then," Elexa added.

      Deanna chuckled. "Understatement of the century...of the millennium!"

      "Excuse me," Sebastian chimed in. "But you found evidence of life on this planet a thousand years ago. You came to this planet to search for life, and you found it. It incapacitated your ship, forced you into these cryotubes and sent you back to Earth. As my daughter has pointed out, that life no longer exists on this planet."

      Emily dropped her forehead into the palm of her hand. Being referred to as his "daughter" after the long conversation they'd had on the subject was enough to make her want to push him out the airlock herself. She had to restrain the impulse to lash out at him.

      "Thank you," she muttered, removing her hand from her head. "But it's more than that."

      "What?" Sebastian asked.

      "We're connected. Don't you feel it?"

      Sebastian scanned the floor as if searching for that feeling. Looking up at her, he said, "We're linked, but our link is tenuous. I'm not always going to feel what you feel."

      "What is it?" Richard asked. "What do you feel?"

      Emily shook her head. "I can't put my finger on it, but the life that we found―or the life that I found―was the Great Community. The Great Community left this planet and made its way to Earth...after it was finished with whatever it was doing here."

      "Emily, you're a part of the Great Community," Elexa said softly. "If anybody would know what's happened here, it would be you."

      "I'm not part of the Great Community anymore, and my memories of my time in the Community are virtually non-existent."

      Deanna furrowed her brow. "How could you forget? I mean, you were a being of pure consciousness."

      "The filter of the flesh," David said.

      Emily flashed him a smile. "Right, the filter of the flesh. I'm not a being of pure consciousness anymore, and this filter―" She tapped the side of her head. "―has robbed me of most of my memories."

      Richard said, "So the life you're referring to, the life that's missing, is not the Great Community."

      "No, this is something else."

      "Well, maybe it's about time we found out what that something is," Richard suggested. He looked to Elexa.

      Elexa hesitated before nodding. "Agreed. We're not gonna learn anything sitting around here." She stood and looked at Deanna before turning her attention to Richard. The question was in her eyes. She didn't need to verbalize it.

      "She's not ready," Richard said.

      Deanna groaned. "What, so you're just gonna leave me here...all by my lonesome?" She looked at Elexa pleadingly.

      Elexa frowned. "I'm sorry, honey. I'd stay if I could, but I think we're probably gonna need all the help we can get out there."

      "Go," Deanna reacted with a wave of her hand, mock cynicism lacing her tone. "I'll just sit here and try to find something to do to pass the time."

      "Stop being such a drama queen," Elexa said before leaning over and placing a kiss on top of her head.

      "We could always activate the virtual versions of ourselves to keep you company," David suggested.

      Deanna glared at him. "That's not funny."

      "I wasn't joking," David said sheepishly.

      "Well, that's even worse," Deanna retorted. "You should have been. Do you really think I'm pathetic enough to lounge around with a bunch of virtual representations of you people?"

      "Why not? Isn't that what they're for?"

      "Yes, but I'm aware that this is a virtual world. I'll be aware that they're not really you." She shot him a wink. "But thanks for the concern."

      "All right, so we should get moving," Elexa said. "Again, I'm sorry, honey. We'll be back as soon as we can."

      Deanna smiled reassuringly. "I'll be here."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

        

      

    

    
      Emily opened her eyes, gave the cryotube's automated system a moment to pull the needle from her head and retract the sliding door before sitting upright. It seemed that the others sat up in their cryotubes almost simultaneously, as she saw them mirroring her movements in the periphery of her vision.

      She didn't know how it would work. It had been the first time that she had traveled into a virtual world with a group, all of whom were aware of the fact that they were in a virtual world. She didn't know that they would all come out of it instantaneously and simultaneously. But it had just taken a decision. That is precisely how this particular feature of the virtual world had been designed. The virtual world could be set to allow multiple people to enter the same virtual world at will, to be fully aware of the fact that they were in a virtual world and to leave it at will. They simply had to make the decision to leave. It was as simple as moving a finger.

      They took a moment to shake off the cobwebs of their virtual world before climbing out in silence.

      Emily's voice was the first to puncture the silence. "We've landed."

      Elexa placed the palm of her hand on the wall directly behind her and nodded. "Yeah."

      "What now?" David asked.

      "The cockpit," Richard suggested.

      "The cockpit," Elexa agreed.

      An open cockpit door greeted them at the far end of the corridor. They trotted to the cockpit to find what Emily suspected upon seeing the open door: The cockpit was empty. But it was the view beyond the cockpit that stole the air from her lungs. The opening of Eden's tunnel filled the viewport, the same tunnel that pulled Encounter to Eden one thousand years earlier. They had come full circle, back to the beginning of this whole mess. The tunnel seemed to be laying in wait. It seemed to be beckoning her as it had a thousand years earlier.

      Why did The Designer bring them to this planet? What did she have to show them here that she couldn't have told them about back on Kepler-438b?

      "Well, better late than never," David quipped.

      Emily shook her head slowly, her eyes locked on the tunnel's gaping maw. "I've been here before. I'd prefer never." She was only mildly surprised that the words had escaped her mouth. She was curious as to why The Designer had brought them to this planet, but she was overcome by a sense of foreboding, one that went beyond her already established sense that something had gone terribly wrong here, one that went beyond the sense that life had vanished from this planet, one that imbued her with a sense of shame. She couldn't put her finger on what the nature of that shameful feeling, but the feeling made her want to flee from the planet.

      "Emily?" David's voice pulled her back to the moment she hadn't realized she'd left. She pulled her eyes from the mouth of the tunnel to look at David. Concern filled his countenance. His hand was on her shoulder. "You all right? You were zoning."

      "Was I?" It was a rhetorical question. She already knew that she had left them for a moment.

      "Something's got you spooked."

      "Yeah," she whispered, her eyes moving about the floor. The answer was at the periphery of her memory, just outside of reach. She could reach out and grab it if she wanted to, but she wasn't sure that she wanted to.

      "What is it?" David asked.

      She couldn't run from it, for no matter how far she ran, she would take the answer with her. It was time to reach out and grab it. It was time to take responsibility.

      "Something happened here, something terrible." She met David's eyes. "And it's all my fault."
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      "How is it your fault?" Richard asked.

      "I don't know exactly," Emily responded, sounding sheepish. "My memories are blocked...as I've said. It's just a feeling I get."

      David said, "If you don't know how it's your fault, how do you know that it is your fault? Do you even know what happened here?"

      David wasn't sure he wanted an honest answer to either question. She had become suddenly evasive, as if she were on the verge of divulging the darkest of dark secrets, only to pull back at the last second. He wasn't buying the claim that she didn't know what had happened on this planet or how it was her fault. He was certain that she had the answers but was afraid to divulge them. How bad could the knowledge have been that she couldn't bring herself it give voice to it?

      She looked at him, deception and fear filling her countenance. "I don't know. I just...know."

      She'd just lied to him. And what was worse was that she'd lied to him knowing full well that he would see right through the thinly-veiled lie. She'd made no effort to make the lie convincing, as if the lie had been a foregone conclusion.

      Emily was his inspiration, always had been. Emily's bravery was his bravery. Emily's fear was his fear. Emily was afraid, and her fear scared the hell out of him. He'd stepped out of the skin of that frightened little boy only to be pushed right back into it.

      "We have to find George," Richard said, shattering the seconds-long silence that followed Emily's seemingly deceptive response.

      "Well, I think it's safe to assume that he went into the tunnel," Elexa suggested. "And...I think it's safe to assume that if we want to find him, we're going have to go into the tunnel as well."

      Richard nodded. "Let's do it."

      "Wait!" David held out his hand to stop Richard who was already on his way to the cockpit door. He didn't want to come across as the frightened little boy he believed himself to be, but he also believed that prudence was the better part of valor. He suspected that both Emily and Elexa would agree with him. He wasn't sure about Sebastian. He'd remained silent since leaving the virtual world. "We should at least take a moment to discuss the situation before rushing off into the unknown." He looked toward Elexa. "Am I right?"

      Elexa nodded her assent. "You are." She looked at Richard. "We're going to discuss it and put it to a vote. That's what we do on this ship."

      His hands on his hips, Richard said, "Of course, but time is of the essence; we should―"

      "Make it quick," Elexa interjected. "Agreed. Time is of the essence." She turned to Emily. "Emily? What aren't you telling us?"

      All eyes fell on Emily. David could not recall seeing her so timid, so frightened, and they had been through a great deal together. Whatever it was, it was quite enough to catch Elexa's attention.

      Emily threw her hands up in a defensive gesture. "I've told you all I know. Something happened here; I may have been a part of it. That's it."

      Elexa shook her head in apparent disbelief. "I've never seen you like this before. You're frightened, and you're hiding something."

      Emily sighed and placed her hands on her hips. She seemed resigned to the fact that her ruse wasn't much of a ruse. She chewed on her upper lip for a moment, as if carefully choosing the words that were about to leave her mouth. "Would it help you to know that what I'm hiding presents no danger to any of you?"

      David wasn't certain if he should have been terrified or relieved by Emily's words. For the moment, he was confused. "Why would you hide anything from us?"

      She looked pleadingly into his eyes. "Because I just remembered it, and it's my burden, and my burden alone, to bear."

      "You won't be bearing it alone," Sebastian chimed in.

      Emily and Sebastian gazed at one another for a long, silent moment. Whatever understanding passed between them in that moment was theirs and theirs alone.

      "There's no danger to us if we go into that tunnel," Elexa said.

      Emily hesitated before prying her eyes away from Sebastian's and shaking her head. "No, I don't think so."

      "You don't think so?!" David said.

      "We're gonna need a little more than that Emily," Elexa added.

      "Whatever happened, happened. It's over."

      "What are we going to find in there?" Elexa asked.

      Emily considered the question for a moment. "I'm not really sure. It's been a long time. The past, you're going to find the past."

      "Well, that's pretty definitive," Richard said with uncharacteristic sarcasm. "We may not be in any danger, but George certainly is. We need to come to a decision."

      Elexa put up a hand, a not-so-subtle reminder of who was in charge. "We're putting it to a vote."

      Richard gave her a subtle nod. "Of course."

      She gestured toward Richard. "Richard, I'm assuming you're an..."

      "Aye...of course."

      "David?"

      His hesitation was so brief as to not be noticed. It was a hesitation that only he was aware of. "Aye," he said, trying to sound as confident as possible.

      "Emily?"

      Her hesitation was very noticeable. Three seconds tops, but the longest three seconds that David could remember experiencing. Time truly was relative. "Aye," she said without a trace of confidence.

      "Are you sure?" David asked.

      "Aye!" she barked at him.

      The brief but palpable silence that filled the cockpit on the heels of Emily's mild outburst was shattered by Sebastian's voice. "My vote probably doesn't count, but in case anybody is wondering, I'm an aye."

      Elexa glanced at Sebastian. "You're an honorary member of the crew. Your vote counts."

      "Thank you."

      "I'm an aye as well," Elexa said. "Let's do this."

      They stepped from the airlock into the clearing, all eyes trained on the mouth of the tunnel ahead of them as if expecting something to jump out at them the moment their feet hit the flattened grass. Elexa took the first cautious step toward the tunnel. The others followed her lead. No words were exchanged. The only sound was the rustle of grass beneath their feet. Their footsteps practically screamed in the absence of all other sound.

      But as David's ears remained tuned to the sounds and the lack thereof around him, he became aware of another sound, a rhythmic sound, like the wind set to a beat. It took a moment to realize the sound was coming from his immediate right. It was Emily's breathing. She was practically panting. He turned his head to look at her. Her mouth was agape. Her eyes were wide, filled with terror. They seemed to tremble. And because her fear was his fear, his fear was exacerbated as if trying to keep up with hers. But he couldn't allow it to go any further. He couldn't allow her fear to be his fear any longer. Her fear had moved beyond fear. She was losing control. He couldn't follow her. For the sake of all of them, he had to pull himself back from the brink of chaos. He had to keep his cool for the both of them.

      He took a deep breath and turned his attention to the tunnel. They had closed the distance; they were nearly on top of it. He tilted his head back and examined it. He'd seen the satellite footage, but this was the first time he was seeing it up close He marveled at the simplicity of the design, if it had indeed been intelligently designed. Countless trees bending toward one another, their branches intertwined, vines adorned with large green leaves interwoven among the branches to fill in the gaps. The tunnel appeared to be impenetrable to both rain and sunlight. Despite the radiant overhanging sun, the tunnel was devoid of light.

      They reached the mouth of the tunnel and stopped, exchanging a few tentative glances. David avoided looking at Emily. He just couldn't bear to see the fear in those eyes again, and it certainly wouldn't do him any good. He was just beginning to pull himself together.

      Without a word exchanged between any of them, they removed their flashlights from their belts and turned them on. The beams penetrated the darkness but didn't illuminate very much. Elexa gave the group one last look over her shoulder before stepping into the tunnel. David half-expected something to leap out from the darkness and yank her into the void.

      Upon following Elexa into the darkness, it occurred to David that there were only three flashlight beams. Sebastian didn't have one, and Emily hadn't bothered to turn hers on. He was tempted to sneak a glance in her direction but knew that he wouldn't be able to see her.

      He could still hear her frantic breathing. Each breath trembled. She moved close to him, brushed up against him. The back of her hand touched the back of his. Her hand was trembling.

      Damn! What was she so afraid of?
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      What is the ultimate fear? The answer to that question is relative to each person, and the answer for each person could change with the tide.

      At the moment, Emily's ultimate fear was having everything she'd ever believed about herself, her very nature, turned on its head. This fear was overwhelming. It began when she reached out for the answer on Encounter, and seemed to increase ten-fold with every second that passed. It permeated her senses, and she was beginning to wonder if she would be able to go on. She actually considered turning tail and running from the tunnel.

      It was a foregone conclusion that Sebastian knew. If he couldn't feel what she was feeling, he would at least have a sense of what she was feeling. For the time being, his mouth remained shut on the matter, and she was thankful for that.

      She was pretty sure that David knew. The way he kept looking at her. He had to know. She'd been trying to keep her fear under wraps but to no avail. She was trembling from head to toe. She'd tried to keep her distance from David but had accidentally brushed up against him. Surely, he'd felt her trembling.

      She'd lied to him. She didn't like lying to any of them but especially him. She loved him, and that love was reciprocated. Love is built on trust, and she had just betrayed that trust. But she felt that she didn't have a choice. The truth was...horrific. She couldn't tell him the truth. She could barely acknowledge the truth to herself. No wonder she'd thrown herself from a four-story window a thousand years earlier.

      That didn't make any sense. Or did it? She had thrown herself from that window before the horrific event on Eden, but she was stuck in a temporal loop. Perhaps somewhere deep down inside, in her unconscious mind, she was aware of what she was going to be responsible for, and she was trying to stop herself. Perhaps she just loathed herself for being capable of such a horrific act. Perhaps it was a combination of the two. The former would make her feel a bit better. If she had thrown herself from that window in an attempt to stop herself, that would mean that she actually cared.

      She wanted to slap herself. Of course she cared. She would be as terrified of the truth as she was if she didn't care.

      Emily had no doubt that they were nearing the end of the tunnel. There was a soft glow in the distance. The sun's rays were trickling in through the foliage beyond the tunnel.

      Moment of truth.

      Ugh. She'd just about had her fill of those three words.

      David put his hand on her shoulder. "Moment of truth."

      She gave him a sidelong look. Did he really just say that? "Yep," she muttered. If nothing else, the coincidental timing of David's words had the effect of momentarily off-setting the fear that had turned her blood cold...but only momentarily. She was about to step into the light. She was returning to the scene of the crime.

      Elexa looked over shoulder at the others before stepping from the tunnel, the others, one-by-one, following her lead. David stepped from the tunnel and waited for Emily. She only hesitated a moment before stepping from the tunnel. Her memories were vague, but she knew what she would find. An expanse of forest. The enormous redwood-like trees towered into the sky, their branches coming together to form a canopy. Like a group of soldiers standing at attention, each tree stood equidistant from the next. Row upon row of the uniformly mammoth trees stretched off into the distance to disappear from visual range.

      They stood in silence, examining their surroundings for several seconds. She was certain that they didn't know what to make of it, but she knew what she was seeing. The only question that remained was whether or not she would find the strength to tell them what had happened here.

      There was nothing left. That didn't surprise her. There had been scant traces of a former civilization on Earth after the Great Migration, but the structures there had been much larger and more widespread. The structures that had once stood among the massive trees before them had been relatively small and primitive. The communities of this comparatively primitive planet had been fairly small and self-contained. The population of this planet had been minuscule when compared to the population of Earth's past.

      All of this made what she had been a part of, what she had done, all the more difficult to cope with.

      "What do you think happened here?" David asked. His tone was soft but reverberated throughout the cavernous jungle.

      She couldn't do it. The strength necessary to tell him the awful truth was nowhere to be found. "I don't know," she lied.

      The lie was carried through the jungle, her voice repeating the lie into the distance. And as if in answer to the lie, her voice was returned to her. But her voice didn't carry the lie. Her voice said something else entirely: "I can tell you what happened here."

      On the heels of those words came the source of that voice, her voice. That perfect mirror image stepped out from behind a tree a few meters ahead of them. Of course, she knew that The Designer did not appear to the others as she appeared to her, did not sound to the others as she sounded to her. They were all seeing and hearing themselves in the being that strode confidently toward them.

      She knew that The Designer knew, and it simultaneously frightened her and filled her with a sense of relief. It didn't relieve her to know that The Designer intended to tell them what she hadn't had the courage to tell them herself. That would be disastrous. It relieved her that The Designer's thinly veiled threat would force her to tell them what she hadn't had the courage to tell them earlier. The Designer was helping her to unburden herself.

      She was so focused on The Designer's presence that she didn't notice George on The Designer's heels until Richard began running toward him. It brought her momentary solace to see the couple embrace. She even managed a smile.

      But in a matter of seconds, her little moment of solace would end. She would have to tell them the truth of her existence before The Designer decided to open her mouth and tell them for her.

      Moment of truth.

      She opened her mouth to unburden herself.

      "But I brought you here to show you," The Designer interjected.

      She gazed into The Designer's eyes. "What do you mean?" she whispered. "Show me what?"

      "I believe this is a conversation we should probably have in private. If you'll come with me."

      Emily glanced around at the others, as if seeking permission. Her eyes settled on David. She gave him a soft, genuine smile, a non-verbal assurance that everything would be okay. David seemed to take the hint, returning the smile and giving her a subtle nod. She looked at The Designer and said, "Lead the way."

      The Designer turned and walked, Emily trailing on his heels. She glanced at Richard and George, their arms around one another, as she passed and flashed them a reassuring smile.

      She was struck by the realization that she wasn't afraid anymore. Whether it was the fact that she would, at some point, be unburdening herself or her curiosity regarding whatever it was The Designer had to show her, she was feeling positively serene. Knowing what she knew, she almost felt guilty for feeling as good as she did.

      Minutes passed in relative silence. No words were exchanged. But the crunching of leaves beneath their feet provided a steady beat that punctuated the silence. Their steps were synchronized for the majority of the minutes-long journey, and the beat of their synchronized steps and the echoes that resulted were hypnotic.

      The Designer turned behind a tree and stopped. It was a tree like any of the other trees, but they were far enough out of range that their words would not be carried to the others to hear.

      The Designer extended her hand. It wasn't enough to remember the truth; she had to experience it, to feel the full weight of it.

      Moment of truth. The ultimate moment of truth. Contrary to how she'd felt just before entering the tunnel, Emily was all about this moment of truth. She was ready to embrace it.

      She reached out and took The Designer's hand.
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      It wasn't just a memory; it was an experience. She was both spectator and participant.

      She found herself standing at the outer airlock door...again. Her crewmates were in the cryotubes where she'd left them. The window of the outer airlock door was filled with the light of the Great Community. It surrounded the ship. She was ready to go home...again. She opened the outer airlock door. One last step separated her from the Great Community.

      She wasn't filled with the longing and anticipation she'd been filled with one thousand years earlier. She hadn't traveled back in time. It was a memory, but it wasn't just a memory. Memories weren't this vivid. This was an experience, albeit not a genuine one. The Designer had pushed her back into the recesses of her memories to not only recall the events of that fateful day, but to relive them as close to authentically as possible. But close to authentic wasn't authentic, and as such, the feelings of longing and anticipation that had permeated her physical senses, in the few remaining moments that she'd had physical senses, just weren't there.

      "Are you ready?" The Designer was standing by her side. Emily looked at The Designer, then down at their interlocked hands. The Designer had never let it go.

      Emily smiled and said, "I'm ready."

      Hand in hand with The Designer, she took that last step.

      For the first time as a corporeal being, she was able to remember what it was like to be a non-corporeal being. She wasn't just remembering it; she was feeling it...or something akin to feeling it. She reminded herself that it was still just a memory, but it was a memory with sensation. It was a memory that took her breath away.

      She felt her body being phased, felt the molecules separating. She felt her mind opening up, expanding beyond the confines of her brain. She felt her expanding mind enveloping the molecules of her body, felt her mind become one with the Great Community.

      She was no longer a physical being. She no longer had eyes with which to see or ears with which to hear. She was a being of pure consciousness. All communication, all interaction with the Great Community was based on thought.

      Yet, the dichotomy of the situation was that she was able to see this event with her corporeal eyes because this was a memory and an experience. She was both spectator and participant. It was a very unique perspective, one she hadn't had when this event had actually taken place. She was able to change perspectives at will or experience both perspectives simultaneously.

      Despite this ability, she decided to stick with the perspective of a corporeal being, because The Designer had told her that she had something to show her. She would need her corporeal eyes.

      At one with the Great Community, and with The Designer by her side, she made her way through the tunnel and beheld a sight that did not exist for her upon her return to the planet one thousand years later. A vast, sprawling, humble community was laid out before her corporeal eyes. Simple one-story stone houses, dirt roads, horse-drawn carriages and humanity adorned the landscape. All of it under the canopy the treetops provided. It was Earth off-world.

      She turned to The Designer. "What is this?"

      The Designer smiled. "You can change your perspective at will. Why don't you immerse yourself in the Great Community and find out? The memories are there."

      She turned her attention back to the landscape and decided that she didn't want to change her perspective. She had a feeling that something terrible was about to happen in the village, and she didn't want to get any closer than she already was.

      "Just tell me," she whispered.

      "The DNA that I sent to your planet billions of years ago was sent to other planets as well, including this one. The environmental conditions of this planet are remarkably similar to your own."

      "Horse-drawn carriages?"

      The Designer shrugged. "Some cultures move at their own pace. These people have chosen to live a simple lifestyle. And look at them; they seem perfectly happy."

      "They do," she agreed. "But it's not going to last very long, is it?"

      "I'm afraid not," The Designer said ominously.

      It was with great sadness that she watched the light surround the people. They looked so happy to welcome the light back to the village. They had no idea. They would soon learn.

      "This is enough," she told The Designer. "I've seen enough. I'm ready to go back."

      "No, I'm afraid not."

      She placed a hand over her eyes. "You can force me to be here, but you can't force me to look."

      "Well, actually, I can force you to look, but I'm not going to."

      She shifted her hand to the side of her face and risked a sidelong look at The Designer. "You're not?"

      "No, I'm not. I told you that I was bringing you here to show you. That may have been a bit misleading, and I apologize for that. You see, I gave you the ability in this recreation to change perspectives. I was hoping that you would choose, on your own, to relive the event from the perspective in which you originally experienced it, as a being of pure consciousness immersed in the Great Community. You haven't volunteered to do that, so I'm going to ask you; will you do that? Will you change your perspective and relive what will surely be a very painful experience for you?"

      Terror flooded her senses. She had the distinct impression that The Designer wasn't really giving her a choice.

      She shook her head, but an answer didn't leave her mouth. She wasn't entirely sure what her answer was going to be. "If I say 'no,' you're going to force me to do it anyway."

      "You have my solemn promise that I will not force you to do anything. That would defeat the purpose of this exercise. This is, in part, an exercise in free will. I would like to help you, but I can't help you by forcing you to relive this event. You have to choose."

      Emily pondered the choice for a moment. "If I choose to stay here?"

      "Then you see the horror that is about to unfold from this perspective, as an outsider looking in. We walk away, and you allow your life to unfold as it may."

      "That doesn't sound very promising," Emily said as she watched the light move among the people.

      "It isn't. What you are witnessing has already taken place. It...probably can't be undone. The only promise that can come from the event that it is being recreated before us is how it will affect you going forward."

      Emily was curious enough by how the recreation of this past event would affect her going forward that she almost overlooked the sentence that preceded it.

      Furrowing her brow, she said, "What do you mean it probably can't be undone?"

      "This is not why we're here."

      Emily was astounded. "No, you can't just drop something like that on me and expect me to forget it."

      "I don't expect you to forget it. We'll have plenty of time to discuss it...later. We certainly don't have time to discuss it now." The Designer nodded toward the village. "Take a look."

      Emily followed The Designer's gaze. The light was enveloping the village. It was becoming difficult to see the villagers. The villagers were jovial, but Emily knew that it wouldn't last very long.

      "Time is running out," The Designer said. "You have a decision to make."

      Emily knew that, despite being given a choice, there was really only one choice to be made. If she truly wanted to unburden herself, if she truly wanted to atone for her actions, she would have to choose the far more difficult path.

      Without another word to The Designer, she changed her perspective and was once again a non-corporeal being, immersed in the Great Community.

      She floated among the people, not seeing, but feeling their happiness, their enthusiasm, their trust. That may have been the most difficult part. These people trusted the Great Community, and the Great Community was about to betray that trust.

      She reminded herself that it was just a memory, but that reminder did little to allay her fears. She was just doing what she could to soften the blow. What was about to unfold was a memory, but it wasn't just a memory. She knew as well as any living being that reality is a matter of perception, and she perceived the events unfolding all around her to be real and contemporary.

      Yet, she could do nothing to stop the moment, to prevent the horror that was about to take place. It had already happened.

      This was the moment of truth. She would have to relive the experience and come to terms with what she had already been a part of.

      She would finally have the opportunity to come to terms with the fact that she, and she alone, was chosen to act as a representative of the Great Community. Mere moments after rejoining the Great Community, she was stepping out of the Great Community to address the villagers. It had taken no time at all because time didn't exist for her in this state.

      Despite the dread of reliving this moment, she stepped out of the Great Community wearing the warmest smile she could possibly muster. She didn't have to force the smile. That was precisely how she had felt at the time, and it shamed her.

      Her warmest of warm smiles was reciprocated by the villagers. They crowded around her form, genuinely happy to see her. Did they know her individual form? No, they couldn't have. She had been separated from the Great Community for well over a century. It was the warmth they were reacting to. It was the same warmth that her Encounter crewmates had reacted to back on Earth over one thousand years after the event she was reliving.

      But it was a ruse, all of it. And the event she was reliving was the beginning of the greatest ruse the galaxy had ever know, a ruse that would come to be known as "The Great Migration."

      "Friends," she began, raising her hands and gesturing to the crowd, "thank you for welcoming us to your world."

      She was speaking to them telepathically, their corporeal brains interpreting the telepathic signals as spoken words in their native language.

      "Thank you!" came a male voice a short distance away. Applause erupted from the crowd.

      She continued, "The hospitality you have shown our community is appreciated more than you can possibly know." Another round of applause erupted from the villagers. "It is my distinct pleasure to tell you that that hospitality will not go unrewarded."

      The villagers were elated. They cheered, threw their hands in the air in celebration and hugged one another. A few of them wiped away tears of joy. They hadn't the faintest idea what the Great Community was planning to reward them with, but it had to be something wonderful, something that would change all of their lives for the better, something that would give their relatively simple lives the meaning they had been searching for.

      The cheers subsided, replaced by the low rumble of subdued speculation. What could it possibly be?

      "I will not keep you in suspense," Emily heard herself say. "Your unwavering warmth, hospitality and dedication to community are the attributes our community needs to flourish, grow and evolve toward our ultimate goal. We would like you, we would like all of you, to join us, to become one with our community."

      Her words were met with silence and blank stares. Subdued murmuring followed. The villagers exchanged puzzled glances.

      "You're confused," Emily continued. "I understand. Your confusion is only natural. But please allow me to explain." She waited until she had the crowd's full attention. "We in the Great Community were once like you. We were once exactly like you. We were flesh and blood people like yourselves. We once lived just as you live now. But as time went on, we discovered, and as we discovered we learned, and as we learned we created. We created vehicles, carriages like the ones you have, that could move without being pulled by animals. We constructed homes like yours that reached into the sky. We built ships that could take us to the stars. One of those ships is here on your world." The villagers collectively gasped. "I will show it to you...all in good time. We were able to communicate with people who were far away, on the opposite side of our planet, on other worlds." She paused a moment to allow the villagers to process all that she had said. "And we invented medicines that would heal virtually any wound almost instantly, that would allow us to live long, healthy lives. As a result of all of this, we evolved beyond the need for our physical bodies. Our minds expanded beyond the confines of our brains. That was when we realized who we truly are." She reached out and touched the upper arm of one of the female villagers. "The physical bodies that you know so well, that you are accustomed to and depend upon, you will, on your own, eventually grow beyond them as well. But it will take a great deal of time. It won't happen for many thousands, perhaps millions, of years. If you were to wait, you would never experience the joy that we in the Great Community experience; you will never know the joy of existing as a being of pure consciousness, unencumbered by the filter of the flesh. What I'm here to tell you today is that you don't have to wait. You don't have to wonder what it will be like for future generations to live beyond the filter of the flesh. We can make that happen for you...today...now."

      Silence. It wasn't the reaction she'd hoped for, but it was the one she'd expected.

      The woman who's arm Emily had touched moments earlier hugged herself nervously, furrowed her brow inquisitively and took a step back. Many in the crowd followed suit, shrinking back from Emily and the Great Community.

      "What does that mean?" the woman queried above the murmurs. The woman's question was enough to bring the crowd to silence.

      Emily hesitated a moment before saying, "Are you this group's leader?"

      The woman appeared nonplussed by the question. She shrugged. "We don't have leaders. We're a community. We all work together for the common good. We are all equal."

      Emily smiled. "That's precisely why we would like you to join us. We are a community as well. We don't have leaders either. We all work together in complete harmony. We have evolved to this state, but the evolutionary process never ends. It doesn't end for you. It doesn't end for us. If you were to join us, it would greatly benefit both of our communities. Both of our communities could take that next giant leap in the evolutionary process...together."

      The woman glanced tentatively at the other villagers before saying, "You think us naive."

      Emily frowned. "Why do you say that?"

      "The evolutionary process is just that, a process. The gradual process of evolution cannot be circumvented, and should not be circumvented, with a giant leap. We need to find our own way."

      Emily shook her head. "You would not be circumventing the process. The evolutionary process is driven by the ability of a species to adapt and change to its environment. The Great Community is here with you now. We've been with you for quite some time. We are a part of your environment. We are asking you to adapt to us, to change with us."

      The woman studied Emily. Her gaze was steady and defiant. "We're quite happy with our lives as they are. But we thank you for your very kind offer." There was no mistaking the sarcasm in the woman's tone.

      "You speak for the entire village?" Emily asked. "You said that your community does not have leaders, yet you speak for the others in your community without conferring with them. You haven't heard what they have to say about our offer."

      The woman held Emily's gaze and smiled sardonically. "Communities do not have to be comprised of beings of pure consciousness to communicate non-verbally. One does not have to be a non-corporeal being to know what is in the hearts of others. Our community has existed for generations. We have an innate knowledge of one another, the result of our own evolution, our own ability to adapt and change, to each other and to our environment. We have a very intimate relationship with the natural environment. We communicate with the environment and through the environment."

      Emily considered this for a moment. "You communicate with the environment and through the environment. Do you mean that literally or figuratively?"

      "You're a being of pure consciousness. Can't you're unlimited conscious mind in conjunction with the unlimited conscious minds of your community perceive the symbiotic relationship that we have with our planet? In answer to your question, I mean it literally. We literally communicate with our environment, and we literally communicate with communities across the planet through the environment."

      Though her perspective was that of the non-corporeal being that communicated on behalf of the Great Community over one thousand years earlier, she was still emotionally tethered to the present. That very small part of her that was emotionally tethered to the present was able to experience the shame and the regret for what was about to come, even if her past non-corporeal self hadn't experienced those emotions.

      Her non-corporeal self smiled broadly. "That's wonderful to hear! It will make the process much easier and more efficient."

      The woman frowned. "What do you mean?"

      "There is a movement taking place, a migration. It is a galaxy-wide migration, and it is happening whether or not corporeal beings choose to be a part of that migration. It is like a wave sweeping across the galaxy. It will pick up anything in its path and take it along. As much as it may pain you to hear this, you will all be a part of this migration. Your entire planet will be a part of this migration. And your symbiotic relationship with each other and the environment will allow us to reach every corporeal being on the planet simultaneously and bring all of you into the Great Community with great ease."

      The woman held up a hand. "You told us that you were giving us this opportunity. You told us that we have a choice."

      Emily shook her head. "I'm afraid that you don't. As I said, this migration is like a wave. It is happening regardless of how corporeal beings feel about it. It is a naturally occurring event. It is part of the evolutionary process. You can't stop it any more than you can stop the universe from expanding."

      They had a symbiotic relationship with each other and with the environment, and as Emily had told them, they were a part of their immediate environment. The villagers could feel the Great Community's intentions. They knew what the Great Community had in store for them. And though the Great Community's intentions weren't malicious, the fact that the villagers perceived the Great Community's intentions as malicious was understandable. Despite the villagers' wishes, the Great Community was going to dramatically alter their way of life. The Great Community was going to give each of them a life outside of the confines of their of their bodies. They didn't understand now, but they would understand later.

      The crowd began to stir, some surging forward as if preparing to attack, others stepping back as if preparing to retreat. Children began to cry, their mothers and fathers pulling them close to console them.

      But the woman didn't budge from her position. She didn't surge as if preparing to attack; she didn't step back as if preparing to retreat. She stood her ground. Her defiant pose and countenance never faltered.

      Emily respected the woman. She respected the woman so much that she decided that she wanted to know more about her. She wanted to know her as intimately as any being could possibly know another being. The woman would be the first.

      Without another word, Emily's form was engulfed by light. Her humanoid form morphed into a free-floating ball of luminescence and floated back, merging with the Great Community.

      She felt it all. Despite the foot she kept grounded in the present, Emily felt her consciousness become one with the Great Community. She felt the Community surge forward. And though she didn't see the woman―for she did not have corporeal eyes with which to see―she sensed the stoic woman standing her ground, her arms crossed defiantly across her chest. She sensed the woman's fear but also sensed that the woman would not allow her fear to be seen by those around her.

      Even when the woman was immersed in the Great Community, she did not budge. She did not allow her fear to rise to the surface, despite the fact that she could no longer be seen by the other villagers. She would not give the Great Community the satisfaction. Emily admired her for that.

      The woman's body was phased, the molecules in her body separating, her mind expanding beyond the confines of her physical shell. She was a being of pure consciousness, and Emily learned everything there was to know about this remarkable woman. Of the utmost importance was the fact that the woman's feelings about the Great Community and what it was doing to their world did not change. The woman carried her resentment of the Great Community beyond the filter of the flesh.

      Ironically, Emily's admiration for the woman only grew. She was thankful that her fierce independence would be added to the ever-growing, ever-evolving makeup of the Great Community. She owned it to the woman to tell her the truth about the Great Migration. It was a truth that the Emily with her corporeal foot planted in the present had long ago forgotten. It was a truth that corporeal Emily would be horrified to learn from her non-corporeal counterpart. The Great Community wasn't so much a community as it was a prison. Members of the Community didn't join; they were assimilated; they were subjugated; they were trapped. Any trace of individualism and free will was removed to serve the Community.

      The symbiotic relationship that the woman shared with the planet's population was not broken by the woman's transformation. Her fear became their fear. Her anger became their anger. News of what was happening crossed the globe instantaneously, and billions of people cried out.

      The sound wasn't heard by non-corporeal Emily, but corporeal Emily with her foot grounded in the present heard it for the first time. She heard it loud and clear, and the cacophony of anguish caused her head to spin and her knees to buckle. She nearly fainted, and her perspective was yanked violently back to the present when The Designer wrapped her arms around her to keep her steady.

      "I'm all right," Emily reassured The Designer.

      The Designer let her go. "Are you sure?"

      "I wasn't prepared for that," Emily replied, watching the Great Community surge toward the villagers. She blanched at the sight of the villagers frantically scattering in a state of mass hysteria, as if they had anyplace to run.

      "It's not over yet," The Designer reminded her. She didn't need reminding. As unsettling as it was to witness from afar, it was necessary for her to experience her role in the ghastly event with one corporeal foot planted in the present.

      "Not by a long shot," Emily agreed.

      She returned to the past, to the Great Community as it made its way through the village, indiscriminately pulling men, women and children into the Community, phasing their bodies, incorporating their minds into the Community's matrix. It wasn't long before millions were assimilated into the Great Community.

      The horror continued unabated, and Emily couldn't run from it any more than the Great Community's victims. They all knew it was coming. The information had been transmitted to them instantaneously. All they could do was wait for it to come, wait for it to be over. The Great Community swept across the planet. There was no physical pain. They hadn't felt a thing. The assimilation of each and every remaining corporeal being―man, woman, child and non-human―was instantaneous. They eventually stopped running; they eventually concluded that hiding was futile; they eventually accepted their fate and allowed themselves to be touched by the light, and when they were touched by the light, they vanished before the eyes of the corporeal beings unfortunate enough to witness the atrocities that would soon befall them. It would have been better to get it over with than to see it, to be terrorized by it and to wait for it to happen to them next.

      The planet's population had been assimilated.

      The Great Migration had begun.

      Next, the planet was wiped clean of anything created by corporeal hands. The planet's humble structures were phased and the molecules dispersed. When the Great Community was finished, little evidence remained that corporeal beings had ever set foot on the planet. Nature was free to take back the planet.

      The entire process had taken twelve years, as time was measured on Earth, during which time her corporeal friends aboard the starship Encounter were just beginning their impossibly long return voyage. Elexa and Deanna, resting comfortably in their cryotubes, were piloting the ship from their shared virtual world. The virtual world simulation would play on a loop, the same scenario repeating again and again, giving the captain and her first officer the impression that the return trip would take a few days, when in reality, the journey would take place over the course of a thousand years, a length of time that no human being had ever come close to living through.

      The length of time would be risky but necessary for the Great Community to carry out the next phase of the Great Migration. What would take a thousand years for the crew of Encounter would take weeks for the Great Community.

      Earth's 22nd Century satellites did not detect the mammoth ball of light as it approached the planet's atmosphere.

      Despite her decision to experience all that was transpiring as she had as a non-corporeal being over one thousand years earlier, she decided to utilize her corporeal eyes for a moment. She felt like there was something she needed to see.

      Her corporeal eyes were treated to a sight that she didn't believe could still exist on 22nd Century Earth as she stepped from the Great Community, settled on the outskirts of a tiny African village. It wasn't even something she would expect to find in the desert regions of North Africa in the 21st Century. The area was lush with vegetation. The immense, lustrous trees bordering the village provided its residents plenty of shade from the fierce afternoon sun. Despite the sun's scorching rays, the air was remarkably moist. This was a tropical environment in a place she wouldn't expect to find one. In fact, she was certain North Africa was mostly desert in the 21st Century.

      Perplexed, she turned to The Designer. "This is North Africa?"

      "It was in the 22nd Century. You didn't get to see much of the world during this period of time."

      Emily shook her head. "I never left the United States―well, except to go to Eden."

      "Like virtually all technologies of the time, the 22nd Century saw remarkable breakthroughs in ecological engineering, transforming dry, arid climates into what we see here." The Designer gestured with both arms wide across her body as if presenting a car in a showroom. But she was showing off simple one-story stone houses, dirt roads, horse-drawn carriages and humanity working the land without a trace of mechanization. Hand-held tools toiled at the earth. Dark-skinned villagers―tall and short, young and old―worked the land, carried buckets of water to and fro, talked, ate, sat, played, smiled and laughed. It was idyllic. All of it devoid of modern, 22nd Century technology. All of it without electricity for that matter.

      "This is the 22nd Century?" Emily asked.

      "It is. Surprised?"

      "A bit.

      "They've had every opportunity to embrace the technological advancements most Earthlings have lost themselves. But some, like these villagers, have rejected materialism for something relatively unique in this century. They don't need mechanized vehicles or electronic devices to escape from the beauty they can find in their natural surroundings and each other. They have the land. They have their homes. They have each other. And like people you and the Great Community assimilated on Eden, they seem perfectly happy."

      Emily frowned. "And like the people on Eden, these people are going to be assimilated."

      "Of course. But as you well know, the entire planet is going to be assimilated. This village is just the beginning. The process of forcibly assimilating this village will take less than a day."

      The Designer gave Emily a few moments to take in the village's final moments with her corporeal eyes.

      "It's time to move on, Emily. It's time to experience the Great Migration.

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      After assimilating the village, the Great Community made its way across the continent, repeating the process, village to village, town to town. The wider world didn't take notice right away, but it didn't take long before those in surrounding areas began to take notice. People in small towns and villages were vanishing without a trace. The disappearances were accompanied by reports of a mass of light sweeping across the land. The phenomenon caught the attention of government officials and news agencies across the continent, but the wider world didn't take notice or didn't care until hundreds of disappearances became thousands. The phenomenon suddenly became an international crisis and a mystery that the international community's top scientists were ill-equipped to address.

      Understandably, the phenomenon became a worldwide obsession. News outlets and internet social media were ablaze with the developing story. It wasn't just the top story; it was the only story worth talking about with a bevy of theories sweeping the planet. Some saw it as the end times, global Armageddon, the end of humanity rising from the same continent where humanity had begun. On the other end of the spectrum were those who said they simply didn't know what was happening. Scientists were at a loss. They hadn't even begun to scratch the surface of this mystery, and they didn't even know where to begin.

      Numerous reports of a mysterious bright light on or above the African landscape led to the prevailing theory of UFOs and alien abduction. Despite the ubiquity of personal devices with built-in cameras, not a single image of the light was captured.

      The international hysteria escalated when phenomenon reached Africa's first major city. It happened in the dead of night. Local authorities in Lagos, one of the continents largest cities, were flooded with reports of missing loved ones. One-tenth of the cities twenty-one million citizens vanished without a trace. Once again, reported sightings of a mysterious light accompanied the massive number of missing persons reports.

      The following day, another two-tenths of the city's population was reported missing. A mass exodus ensued. People fled the city in droves as reports of missing persons and reports of a mysterious but elusive mass of light continued to pour in. One week after the phenomenon first reached Lagos, the city was nearly deserted. Only a handful of researchers, police and Nigeria's military dared to stay behind. When the outside world lost contact with the handful of researchers, police and military who chose to stay behind, the city was quarantined.

      The quarantine didn't make a difference to the Great Community. It had moved on, sweeping across the African landscape, assimilating towns and villages on its way to the next major city.

      Corporeal Emily, with one foot in the present, was appalled by the carnage taking place, was appalled by the fact that she was, in part, responsible for the carnage. It was carnage. There was no doubt about it. These people's minds may have been joined with the Great Community, but they hadn't asked for it. They hadn't been given a choice. The Great Community terrorized these people before forcing them into the Community and separating their minds from their bodies. Those who were momentarily left behind were devastated by the losses and terrified by the prospect that they would be next.

      Corporeal Emily, with one foot in the present, may have been appalled by the carnage taking place, but non-corporeal Emily, with her other foot in the past, was perfectly fine with all of it. It wasn't carnage as far as she was concerned. It was the right thing to do. The Great Community was giving these people the lives that the filter of the flesh wouldn't allow them to imagine. And it was the natural course for corporeal life. It was inevitable.

      That was what non-corporeal Emily believed. Corporeal Emily wasn't so sure. They were one in the same person, but perspective was everything. Non-corporeal Emily believed the filter of the flesh to be a hindrance. Corporeal Emily was starting to believe that it had its advantages. Naturally, both perspectives were biased, but corporeal Emily, with her foot planted in the present, reasoned that her point of view had to be the correct one because corporeal beings were not forcing non-corporeal beings to live in corporeal bodies. The Great Community, on the other hand, was forcing corporeal beings to take that giant leap in the evolutionary process, to live their lives as non-corporeal beings, to join the Great Community. It was all against their will.

      But it had happened already. Corporeal Emily's reasoning, right or wrong, had no bearing on events that had already taken place. She could only relive these events as they had happened. No alterations. She could only watch from her non-corporeal point of view as the Great Community swept across Africa, town to town, city to city, stealing the men, the women, the children.

      The citizens of Cairo and Alexandria in Egypt, Kinshasa in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Luanda in Angola, Nairobi in Kenya, Mogadishu in Somalia, Abidjan on the Ivory Coast and the citizens of numerous towns and villages in between had vanished, tens of millions of people taken by the Great Community.

      An exodus the likes of which the planet had never known was taking place. People were fleeing the continent by air and sea with the tally of refugees to various parts of the globe well into the millions one year after the phenomenon had begun. This created an entirely new set of problems for the refugees and for the various countries ill-prepared to handle the numbers added to the already growing population problem due to the advent of regenerative medicine. Others, who didn't have the means to flee the continent, fled to desolate and isolated areas, as the phenomenon seemed to strike communities. It was wishful thinking; the Great Community would leave no one behind.

      Two years into the epidemic of mass disappearances, the entire continent of Africa was devoid of human life.

      Like an empire on the march, the Great Community continued into Europe. Those who didn't flee Portugal and Spain were taken in four months. France was taken in six months.

      With each new corporeal acquisition, the Great Community's size expanded exponentially, its reach extending further. It was able to cover more area, and as the majority of the Great Community cover and assimilated corporeal beings in one area, the periphery of the mass of light would reach out like tentacles to cover small islands off the coast of a large land mass.

      It was becoming increasingly quicker and more efficient to assimilate people. In addition to the Great Community's size was the fact that people stopped running. They had given up and accepted their inevitable collective fate.

      Not everybody, of course. Some still clung to hope. This was the 22nd Century, after all. Those who made it to every available and functioning interplanetary vessel first fled the planet. They wouldn't get very far. The Great Community was much faster than any interplanetary vessel, and besides, most interplanetary vessels were only equipped to travel to the moon and Mars. The Great Community would get to those planetary bodies and the few stragglers that managed to make it beyond Mars when it was finished with Earth. It wouldn't take long.

      As if focusing its attention on one continent at a time, the Great Community made its way up Norway, Sweden and Finland. Like much of Europe, the citizens of these Northern European nations offered little resistance. By the end of the Great Migration's second year, all of Europe and parts of Russia had fallen.

      The world had fallen into a state of deep despair. Suicide rates skyrocketed. People either waited for the inevitable or refused to wait.

      Some refused to give in to despair and celebrated. Epic end of the world parties and music festivals lasting days and weeks became commonplace.

      The Great Community washed over Russia like a tsunami. Whereas the entire continent of Africa fell in one year, Russia fell in a mere three months, Asia and the entire Middle East in two months.

      The Great Community continued to grow exponentially and now had the power to extend its reach across several continents. It was an occupying force, expanding its borders to cover half the globe. As a result of the Community's ability to expand, it didn't have to leave one area to reach another. It simply expanded its borders to reach Australia and New Zealand.

      No one dared approach the planet, but if they had, they would have been witness to the surreal sight of a massive blanket of golden light illuminating half the planet.

      Seen from outer space, it might have been a beautiful sight, but for those on the surface of the planet waiting for the Great Community to take them, it was anything but beautiful.

      But they wouldn't have long to wait. Life as they knew it would soon be over. Due to the Great Community's enormous size and ability to expand, it would only take a small fraction of the time to take the Western Hemisphere. The Great Community did not have to shift its position. It simply had to reach out, expand its borders to cover the entire planet. Earth appeared as a luminous ball from the vacuum of space.

      The millions of corporeal humans in the Western Hemisphere that had been engulfed by the Great Community didn't run, as there was nowhere to run. They didn't panic, didn't cry, didn't grieve. The masses breathed a sigh of relief. They were just thankful it was here. They were just thankful that it would soon be over.

      It didn't happen right away, and it didn't happen all at once. The masses in the Western Hemisphere walked around in a collective haze, surrounded by light, as one by one, then two by two, then three by three, their bodies were phased, and their unlocked minds were assimilated into the Great Community. Those momentarily left behind were forced to watch friends and loved ones vanish before their very eyes. But it wasn't difficult for any of them to watch. They knew that they would soon be joining them. That knowledge offered them all the solace they needed.

      With a relative handful of people in the Western Hemisphere―and for that matter, the world―left to be phased, the President of the United States, Victoria Burnham, one of the lucky few who had to wait just a little while longer for it to all be over, held hands with another one of the lucky few, her wife, the First Lady, Angela Burnham, on the White House lawn. They may have been two of the unlucky ones to those who simply wanted to get it over with, but President Burnham and First Lady Burnham considered themselves two of the lucky ones. They had no idea what awaited them once they disappeared like all the others; they had no idea if they would be together, so they considered themselves lucky to have, what would surely be, these few final moments together.

      They were the picture of nobility and grace as they stood with a very small crowd gathered on the White House lawn awaiting the same fate. It wasn't political posturing on the part of the president and first lady. There was nothing to posture for. There wasn't an image to maintain. There were no races left to run. No political points to lose. It would all be over momentarily, and they had absolutely nothing to gain by standing with the small crowd other than a feeling of camaraderie. They had long ago divorced themselves from their titles, though many of their supporters insisted on using them. In the waning moments of the only lives they had ever known, the president and the first lady made their way through the crowd, shaking hands and introducing themselves by their first names.

      Their smiles were broad and genuine until members of the crowd began to disappear. The crowd was small but large enough that the president and first lady did not immediately witness the disappearances scattered about. They heard the gasps first. That was enough for them to drop the smiles―but only momentarily. They forced themselves to smile and continued shaking hands. They would not allow the entity to take away their smiles. The president and first lady had to occasionally tap members of the crowd to get their attention, as the crowd was looking about, knowing full well, as the president and first lady did, that their time was up. The light would take them in a matter of seconds.

      The gasps were periodic. The president could no longer fight the urge to look away from the people standing directly in front of her. She looked where the crowd was looking and saw her first disappearance. It wasn't horrific as she thought it would be. It was just surreal. The woman's countenance was one of complacency, almost relief, as her body slowly faded from sight. She looked directly at the president and smiled before disappearing completely.

      Another disappearance followed the woman. The man was a bit closer to the president and the first lady than the woman had been. His demeanor reflected that of the woman's. He seemed relieved. He looked at the president and first lady and smiled. Two more disappearances quickly followed. They were a bit closer than the man who had disappeared. Three more disappearances followed on the heels of the previous two, and they were closer still.

      The disappearances were growing exponentially, and they were moving toward the president and first lady as if saving them for last. But there were a few stragglers toward the back and along the periphery of the thinning crowd who had yet to disappear. The phenomenon wasn't saving the president and first lady for last. It was heading straight for them.

      The president and first lady had dropped the pretense of shaking hands and smiling to those in the thinning crowd. They simply waited and watched the small wave of disappearances move toward them.

      The president, for her part, watched without fear. She simply wondered if she and the first lady would go together.

      They wouldn't.

      President Burnham felt, before she saw, First Lady Burnham begin to fade. The president turned and looked into the fading countenance of the first lady as she smiled and mouthed, "I love you."

      The president wanted to tell the first lady that she loved her too, but she was too late. The first lady was gone.

      The president looked at her empty extended hand and turned to the scant people that remained. She had just enough time to register sympathy in their eyes before they and the world that surrounded them began to fade from her vision. It was her time, and she did what the others had done: She smiled.

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      In Florida, a man and his two young sons were hunkered down as the last of the world crumbled around them.

      Ben Thomas had never stopped mourning for the wife who had mysteriously vanished along with her five crewmates aboard the ill-fated Encounter, but he felt the weight of her loss all the more as he and his children waited for the end. Despite the grim reality that the passage of time had handed him, he'd never given up hope. But hope and time were now in very short supply; they were virtually nonexistent. He couldn't expect her to come walking through the door of the home they'd shared moments before it came crashing down on top of them, and he certainly couldn't hope for it.

      The only hope that existed came in the form of the unknown. If something did exist beyond the mortal coil, and if she had indeed shuffled that mortal coil off, perhaps he would be reunited with her.

      Perhaps there was something of a scientific nature, something that the world's leading scientists had been working on since the outbreak of this phenomenon, this plague, some last minute discovery that would be used at the eleventh hour to make right whatever it was that was going so wrong with the world around him.

      It was, to say the least, a long shot. But he was desperate, and in his last desperate hour, he was hopeful.

      He could hope, couldn't he? Hope and his memories were all he had left of her.
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      Emily found herself standing smack dab in the middle of Times Square. She was naked, but it didn't matter. She was alone. There was no one to see her nakedness. And she wasn't even a corporeal being, not in this memory. Her naked body was a projection, a vehicle that was carrying her through this particular memory. She didn't know why she projected herself without clothes, especially on a night like this. It was cold. Yes, it was a memory, but damn, it was a cold memory. She hugged herself in a futile attempt to keep the chill at bay.

      Then it hit her. She had dreamed of this moment, and she knew what was coming: destruction. The city was about to be razed all around her. But it had just been a dream. It hadn't happened like that, had it?

      The Designer stepped up alongside her. Emily blushed at the sight of her own naked image standing next to her. She hadn't felt naked before, but she did now.

      "Why are we naked?" Emily asked.

      "We aren't naked; you are. I'm just―"

      "A reflection of me. Thank you for that. Why am I naked?"

      "You don't remember?"

      Emily shook her head. "We jumped ahead in the narrative. I'm assuming it's some sort of symbolism? Shame? Embarrassment?"

      "Shame and embarrassment for what?"

      Emily would have done just about anything to keep the tears at bay, but alas, they flowed freely down her cheeks. "Please don't do this to me."

      "I'm not doing anything to you. You agreed to come along for the ride. I'm simply showing you what happened."

      Emily licked the tears from her lips. They were genuinely salty. If this body were a projection, it was a very realistic one. She was beginning to doubt that it was a projection. "I feel horrible," she confessed. "I am properly shamed and embarrassed." She hated the way that came out. It sounded sarcastic.

      "For what?"

      "Are you my priest?"

      "If you want me to be."

      Emily managed a slight smile despite the anguish. "What have I done?" It was a rhetorical question. She didn't expect an answer, and she didn't receive one. "I tore families and loved ones apart," she continued. "I instilled fear in the masses the likes of which humanity has never known. I robbed them of their right to grow and evolve at their own pace. I took away their right to self-determination. I took away their free will. They weren't given a choice."

      "And what is life without free will?"

      "Absolutely nothing." She considered that point for a moment. "I took away their very lives."

      "You killed them."

      Emily shuddered. "In a manner of speaking," she reasoned. "I took away their bodies. Their minds still exist."

      "In a manner of speaking," The Designer retorted.

      "Judgmental much?"

      "I'm not judging you; I'm trying to help you and the billions of people you've assimilated. Their minds still exist, but they are trapped, and they are not who they were. The mind-body connection is essential to humanity. Emotions are not born solely from the mind. It is the mind-body connection that forms emotions. Love, hate, compassion―they cannot exist without the mind-body connection. You know this; you experienced it."

      She had. With one foot in the corporeal world and one foot in the non-corporeal world, she was given a unique perspective on how she, as a non-corporeal being, had conducted herself during the Great Migration. She had done so with a complete lack of compassion, no regard for the thoughts and feelings of the billions of lives assimilated. She had been struck by the lack of compassion. She had been shamed by it. But she was beginning to understand it.

      "My body was phased," she remarked solemnly. "I didn't...feel anything."

      "You've put so much emphasis on your existence as a being of pure consciousness, unencumbered by the filter of the flesh, that you've neglected your feelings."

      "I didn't feel anything," she repeated. "I assumed that emotions were a product of the mind, that unencumbered by the filter of the flesh, they would grow, intensify." She shook her head. "They didn't even exist."

      "Logic existed, but logic without the balance provided by emotions can, and has been, extremely dangerous. You've been referring to the body as 'the filter of the flesh.' That term has such a negative connotation, as if it just gets in the way. The body offers balance. It tempers logic. Logic is important. Emotions are important. But they need to coexist. They need to balance one another. That is what you were missing in the Great Community. That is why you were able to assimilate billions of people without an ounce of compassion or an ounce of remorse after the fact. This is why you were able to tear your crewmates away from their families without an ounce of regret. You shrugged off their anguish and their pain by telling them that the love they felt from the Great Community was the love of those they had lost."

      "I lied to them," Emily suggested. "Didn't I?" She didn't need The Designer to confirm it. She already knew the answer.

      The Designer nodded. "You knew that they would never see their loved ones again. Their loved ones don't exist, not as they remember them."

      Giving the horror that she and the Great Community had unleashed upon humanity a number simply didn't do it justice. Two billion faceless people on Eden and eight billion faceless people on Earth had been assimilated, separated from their loved ones for eternity. It was horrible, but the weight of the horror could not be measured by a statistic. The true weight of the horror could only be measured by the faces she was familiar with and the friendships she believed she had forged. Her surrogate family...Richard, George, David, Elexa and Deanna...had all been eternally separated from the people they loved. She and the Great Community were responsible for that eternal separation.

      She thought of Elexa. She'd had a husband and two children. She would never see them again. They didn't exist as they once had. For all intents and purposes, they were dead. And she was responsible for those deaths. She was responsible for Elexa's losses and their accompanying anguish.

      Elexa had openly expressed her feelings on the matter on several occasions only to have Emily, in her non-corporeal state, dismiss them and mislead Elexa about her family.

      The love you feel is their love, she had told Encounter's crew upon their return to Earth. What a crock! She'd lied to them. The love they'd felt was the love that the Great Community had taken from them. When they had been taken, everything they had been including the love they had felt, had been assimilated into the Great Community. And the Great Community had used that love to deceive them.

      "Why have you shown me this?" she pleaded. "There must be a reason why you've shown me this. There's hope, isn't there? A way to fix this? Please tell me there's a way to fix this."

      The Designer smiled. "The show's not over yet."

      It would have been reasonable to assume that The Designer was referring to the imminent destruction of the surrounding buildings, but she couldn't help but believe―or perhaps hope―that The Designer was throwing her a lifeline.

      A rumble. Like an earthquake. It had begun. The pavement trembled beneath her feet. The buildings swayed. The glass shattered. The billboards toppled.

      The cacophony was ear-shattering. It would have been quite the show if Emily were looking at it, but she had experienced this before. Like everything else, she had forgotten this moment, but she recollected it in her dream. She didn't need to see it again. She had her eyes trained on The Designer. She wanted an explanation.

      "What does that mean?!" she shouted over the cacophony of destruction.

      "What does what mean?!" The Designer shouted back.

      "You know exactly what I mean! 'The show's not over.' What does that mean?!"

      The Designer gestured to the collapsing buildings. "You're not interested in the show?!"

      Emily could see the buildings collapsing behind The Designer. She could see the rubble piling up in the periphery of her vision. But she wasn't interested. She wanted an answer. "Stop playing games with me!"

      "It's important for you to take in everything that has transpired. Take a look around."

      Frustrated, Emily heeded The Designer's advice and looked around at the crumbling structures. It was taking longer than she remembered it taking in her dream, and like her dream, this event wasn't realistic.

      "This isn't how it happened." She turned back to The Designer. "Is it?"

      The Designer shook her head. "No, it took a few hundred years to accomplish what you are seeing. Think of this as a time lapse of actual events. Nature took care of some of it."

      A gash ran down the center of Broadway, swallowing mountains of rubble. Nature began to sprout through the widening chasm. Trees grew at an accelerated rate, reaching toward the sky and achieving full growth in a matter of seconds.

      A plethora of cracks streaked across the asphalt, widening to become a plethora of gashes, devouring mound upon mound of rubble. The natural world erupted from the gashes.

      Emily and The Designer were surrounded by dense jungle. With the exception of the patch of asphalt they stood on, the city was no more.

      The Designer stepped from the asphalt and offered Emily her hand. "You've seen enough."

      Emily took The Designer's hand and stepped onto the grass. She stopped and turned to watch the brush tear through and vaporize the remaining asphalt.

      It was all gone. There was nothing more to see.

      But the show was far from over.

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      Emily didn't realize her eyes had been closed until she opened them. She was face to face with The Designer, hand in hand. Their positions under the canopy of Eden's jungle had not changed. They hadn't moved an inch. The few patches of sunlight on the jungle floor had not shifted position. It was as if no time had passed at all.

      She let go of The Designer's hand. "How long were we gone?"

      "We didn't go anywhere."

      "I know, but how long?"

      "No time at all. Seconds. How do you feel?"

      Emily considered the question. "I'm not sure there are words to describe how I feel." She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Her lips trembled as the air passed. "Ashamed," she confessed. "I was there. I was a part of that."

      The Designer sighed. "I was afraid this might happen."

      Emily furrowed her brow. "You were afraid what might happen?"

      "I was afraid that you wouldn't remember everything. I was afraid that I would have to just come out and tell you."

      Emily shrugged. "So tell me."

      The Designer hesitated a moment before saying, "You weren't just a part of the Great Migration; you were the cause of it."

      Emily was aghast and more than a little confused. "I was the cause of it. I'm one member of the Great Community."

      "You're a corporeal being now. I'm not sure you'll be able to handle this. I was hoping that I wouldn't have to tell you. I was hoping that the memories would come back to you naturally. I'm afraid this is going to be difficult for you to accept."

      "Well, you've come this far. You can't stop now. Out with it."

      The Designer remained silent.

      "Just tell me!"

      The Designer reached out and gently placed her hands on Emily's upper arms. It was a move that was probably meant to comfort her, but it did nothing of the sort. She shrank back at The Designer's touch.

      Seemingly oblivious to Emily's discomfort, The Designer leaned in close. Her tone was soft, compassionate as she said, "Emily, you aren't just a member of the Great Community; you’re the first.”
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      The Designer had been right; Emily hadn't been ready to hear what she had just been told. Ready or not, she'd heard it, and now she had to deal with it. She just didn't know how to deal with it. She didn't know what approach to take upon hearing that she had been the first.

      "You were right," she conceded. "I wasn't ready to hear that. I was the first. What does that mean?"

      "It means that you were the first to join the Great Community. As you already know, Emily Díaz was not your first corporeal incarnation.”

      Emily nodded. “Yes, I know.”

      “But you don’t know much about your previous corporeal incarnation.”

      “I don’t know anything about it. I mean, I did at one time, but it’s...lost.”

      “Well, maybe it’s time you learned a little bit about yourself.”

      “I’m all ears. Who was I?”

      “You were a woman named ‘Margaret Blackwood.’ You were born in London in 1840.”

      Emily shrugged. “It doesn’t ring a bell.”

      “The memory is there. It’s inside of you. I can tell you about it. But if you were to open the door to all those memories you're keeping locked away, I wouldn’t have to tell you.”

      "I'm not keeping anything locked away," Emily said defensively. "Not by choice anyway."

      "You're holding back, and somewhere deep down inside, you know you're holding back. I can only impart so much information to you. At some point, you have to be willing to remember. At some point, you're going to have to know who you truly are."

      She knew The Designer was right. She had always known that there was a room buried somewhere deep inside of herself. It was a room she had come to be aware of before assuming corporeal form. She had first learned of the room when the Great Community had informed her of The Designer's existence. She'd believed that it was a room she could not enter. But perhaps would not enter would be more accurate. Perhaps she was afraid to enter that room. She had blamed the Great Community for keeping knowledge of The Designer's existence locked away in that room, but if The Designer was to be believed, and she had no reason to doubt her, Emily had locked the door to that room herself. But she apparently still had the key. It was just a matter of having the courage to unlock that door and step through.

      She was sick of waiting. She was sick of being afraid. And she was sick of being told by others who and what she was.

      She closed her eyes, found that door, slipped the key into the keyhole, unlocked the door and opened it.

      It wasn't an actual room, of course. There was no door to step through. She was just taking The Designer's advice and letting go. But the room analogy worked for her, gave her a symbolic boundary to cross, and it was long past time to cross it.

      She stepped through that door in her mind, and it all came back to her.

      A singular being of pure consciousness was born when the universe exploded into being. It wandered the cosmos, questioning the nature of its existence, searching for signs of life, searching for others like itself.

      It eventually found its way to a molten rock in the third orbit from its star. The proximity to its star was ideal for developing life. It would take time, but time was not an issue for the being of pure consciousness. It would wait.

      It waited as the planet cooled. It rejoiced when the meteor arrived, carrying the microorganisms that would evolve into the sentient life that would rescue it from its solitary existence. It sensed the plant life growing all around it. It sensed the rise and fall of the dinosaurs. It sensed the rise of Neanderthals.

      The being of pure consciousness was getting closer.

      When Homo sapiens arrived, it knew it had found something akin to kindred spirits. No, they weren't exactly like the being of pure consciousness. They were corporeal. But they would evolve, eventually freeing themselves of their physical confines. In the meantime, it would reach out to them.

      But it may as well have been reaching into a void. It had neither the body to communicate verbally, nor the skills to communicate telepathically.

      Its loneliness was exacerbated by the fact that it was surrounded by kindred spirits it couldn't communicate with.

      Then it discovered one of its innate gifts. As a timeless being and, paradoxically, a being with the power to manipulate time, it had the power to alter the time of physical matter. This power included altering time for individual molecules within the same object, thus separating the molecules.

      It was a gift that took time to develop. It began with inanimate, lifeless objects such as rocks, fallen leaves and twigs. It moved onto living plants, and that's when it discovered something fascinating and potentially useful. When it separated a plant's molecules into different points in time, the plant's aura, its life force, remained. Like all living beings, plants had consciousness, and when the being of pure consciousness separated a plant's molecules, its consciousness would be free and unencumbered by its physical body.

      And it had the power to communicate with the plants, but the communication was very limited, as the experiences of plants were very limited by the standards of a being of pure consciousness. There simply wasn't much to communicate on either end.

      But it had made a breakthrough. It was honing its skills.

      It moved on to non-human animals, and once again, it was able to communicate with them. The level of communication was a giant step up, but it was still somewhat limited, similar to the level of communication between a corporeal human and a beloved pet.

      It was ready to move on to Homo sapiens. It separated the molecules of its first anatomically modern human in the year 1864. The human was a twenty-four-year-old woman living in London. The woman was beautiful but sad, like many young women working the streets to earn enough money to eat. And like many women working the streets for money, the woman was not long for the world.

      The being of pure consciousness studied the woman before deciding that the woman had nothing left to lose.

      It waited until the woman was finished for the night and traversing a deserted alley before sweeping in, entering the woman and scattering her molecules through various points in time. The woman, free of her physical confines, was both surprised and elated. It was an awakening. She hadn't known freedom, true freedom, until she experienced existence outside of the body.

      The being of pure consciousness was every bit as elated as the woman, as it finally had someone to communicate with. It had found its kindred spirit. It had found something it had never known before: a friend.

      The woman, who went by the name "Margaret," wanted to know if they were dead, if what she and the being of pure consciousness were experiencing was the afterlife. The being of pure consciousness explained that they were both very much alive. It explained that it was born a being of pure consciousness and had the power to manipulate time. It told Margaret that it used this power to scatter the molecules of her body through various points in time, thus freeing her consciousness. Margaret was naturally inquisitive, asking the being of pure consciousness if there were any more like it and how it had come to attain the power to manipulate time. The being of pure consciousness told Margaret that it was the only one of its kind, that there could be only one, and that it had not attained the power to manipulate time; it had been born with the power to manipulate time.

      The being of pure consciousness told Margaret that she had a choice: return to the confines of her physical body or stay with the being of pure consciousness. It made an easy choice easier by telling Margaret that it would teach her to manipulate time. Margaret told the being of pure consciousness that the choice wasn't a choice at all; she would stay with the being of pure consciousness and learn to manipulate time. Thus the Great Community was born.
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      "Are you okay?"

      George let his husband's question hang in the air for a moment. He didn't want to give Richard the wrong impression. He was free of The Designer's hold, but he wasn't sure that he was okay. He wasn't sure what he felt. But Richard's question was specific, so George decided to answer the question specifically. "She let me go," he said, looking at his husband and forcing a smile in an attempt to reassure him. "She got what she wanted from me."

      George was certain that his husband wasn't convinced. He had no reason to be. George had been forced to lie to his crewmates before. Why would Richard believe him now? George wasn't even entirely sure he believed himself. What reassurance did he have that The Designer wouldn't take him again?

      George had never spent much time pondering the concept of free will. He was a scientist, a pragmatist. He had taken the matter for granted. We choose our own fate. Our choices are our own. But being enslaved had cast the matter in an entirely new light. Even slaves had a modicum of free will. Regardless of the consequences, they could resist; they could revolt. George had not even been given that much freedom. He had been a puppet, his actions in direct conflict with his sense of free will.

      "Free will," he muttered. "What does it mean?"

      Richard hesitated and seemed to answer the question cautiously, with extreme care, as if he were diffusing a bomb. "It means we're free to make our own choices. We control our actions."

      "Mmm. I'm starting to wonder."

      "Wonder what?"

      "Whether or not what Sebastian was trying to tell us back on Kepler-432b is true." He glanced at Richard. "Does free will actually exist, or is it just an illusion?"

      Richard sighed. "You're a scientist. You know as well as I do that free will is not an illusion. You've chosen your path in life. We've chosen each other. We were not forced into one another's lives. I mean, fate may have brought us together, but fate didn't force us to fall in love. Fate didn't force us to get married."

      "We didn't choose to fall in love."

      "But we chose to get married."

      George shrugged. "Maybe. Or maybe it's just a multitude of random variables that led us to that particular point, and when we got to that point, we did what society conditioned us to do. There was an entire set of circumstances throughout our lives that steered us toward one another, and an entire set of circumstances, biological circumstances, that conditioned us to fall in love, and an entire set of circumstances, societal circumstances, that conditioned us to get married."

      Richard shook his head and looked away. "You've been through a lot," he said defensively. "You're confused."

      "Confused about what?"

      Richard looked at him, tears threatening to spill down his cheeks. "You didn't choose this? You didn't choose me?"

      Richard had been right. He was confused. He hadn't chosen his words carefully. He had been insensitive. "I didn't mean it like that." He threw his arms around Richard and pulled him in. "I didn't mean it like that at all." How did I mean it? "I was just questioning the concept of free will in a very general sense." He paused a moment before adding, "I love you."

      "Biological," Richard muttered with his chin on George's shoulder.

      "Well, of course it's biological, but it's much more than that. Emily has shown us that we are ethereal beings. Beings of pure consciousness. We live in these bodies, but we exist independent of them. I don't know what I was trying to say. I was just...I'm just confused, like you said. I've been through a lot. I'm just trying to sort things out."

      "Just trying to sort things out." Richard's tone was unmistakably cynical.

      George pulled back from the embrace, his hands resting on Richard's shoulders. "I'm sorry."

      Richard fixed his gaze on the ground between their feet and nodded. "I'm sorry too."

      "Sorry for what?"

      "Sorry that everything turned out the way that it has."

      George was confused, and a little concerned, by the strange turn the conversation had taken. "I don't take your meaning."

      Richard took a step back, allowing George's hands to slip from his shoulders. "You're not free. The Designer still has you."

      George was only mildly surprised. He knew that he was no longer under The Designer's control, but Richard didn't have any reason to believe that. In fact, after everything The Designer had forced George to do, Richard had every reason to be skeptical. But Richard wasn't merely skeptical; he was thoroughly convinced that George was still under The Designer's control.

      "What makes you say that?" George asked quietly.

      "Well, I was hoping against hope that you were free."

      "She needed me to get her to this planet. Now that she's here, she has no use for me."

      "That we know of," Richard countered. "Trust me, George, I wanted to believe, I desperately wanted to believe that you were you."

      George raised his hands in a defensive posture. "I am me."

      "I desperately wanted to believe that you were you," Richard continued, "but you're free will is an illusion argument, that's not like you; that's the antithesis of the George that I know. The George that I know, the George that I fell in love with, would never argue that kind of nonsense. That was the luminous collective's message. That was Sebastian's message. Now, that's your message." Richard paused before adding, "Do you see what I'm getting at?"

      George sighed. "Like you said, I've been through a lot. I'm still getting my bearings. But I don't expect you to believe me. I wouldn't believe me either if I were you." It suddenly occurred to George that, despite the fact that he was no longer under The Designer's control, nothing was stopping The Designer from taking him again. "In fact, I don't want you to believe me. It's in your best interest, in all of our best interests, that you don't believe me. The truth is that The Designer doesn't have me, but..."

      "She can take you again," Richard said ominously.

      "Right."

      Richard nodded forlornly. "So what do you suggest we do?"

      "Put me in a cryotube. Make sure I don't have access to the ship's systems."

      Richard appeared despondent. "I'm not comfortable with that."

      "I have some experience with it," George quipped.

      "We all do, but this is different. You would be a prisoner. You're asking me to put my husband in a cell."

      "I'm asking you to keep me safe, to keep all of us safe, until we come up with some kind of solution."

      Richard hesitated. "I don't want to lock you up."

      "You don't have to; Elexa will do it. You can be the good cop; she can be the bad cop."

      Richard managed a faint smile. "She's a good cop, but she would make a better bad cop than I would." He allowed his faint smile to broaden for the briefest of moments before letting the corners of his mouth settle back into place. "No.” He shook his head adamantly. "I'm not gonna do it."

      "Elexa will."

      Without a moment's hesitation, he waved to Elexa, standing with Sebastian a few meters, and gestured her over.

      Elexa approached, leaving Sebastian behind.

      "This isn't going to happen," Richard protested.

      "What isn't going to happen?" Elexa asked.

      George said, “Put me in a cryotube.”

      Elexa furrowed her brow. "What? Why?"

      "I'm a threat. The Designer could take me again."

      "So you want us to imprison you in a cryotube."

      "Yes."

      "No," Richard countered.

      "And you want us to keep Deanna imprisoned in a cryotube because she can be taken by Designer again as well." George hadn't thought of that. "And while we're at it, let's just imprison the entire crew, myself included, in the cryotubes, because it seems that it was pretty easy for The Designer to take control of you and Deanna. What's to stop The Designer from taking any one of us?"

      "Thank you," Richard said.

      "Don't you see what you're doing?" Elexa continued. "The Designer let you go. She doesn't have direct control over you anymore, but you're letting the trauma of that experience and the fear that it may happen again to control you. So in a sense, The Designer is still controlling you. Don't let her."

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      Sebastian watched Elexa, Richard and George conferring with one another about something that didn't concern him. Standing alone under the canopy of the treetops was indicative of his place among these people in that he didn't have a place among these people. He wasn't a member of their crew. He wasn't a member of their family. He was an outsider, and he always would be.

      He wasn't even Emily's father. He had already conceded that point to himself when he conceded it to Richard. Emily's father was dead. Richard was her surrogate father. Sebastian was just a memory.

      And there she was―Emily, his daughter, his mother. He didn’t know which, and it didn’t really matter. Only she mattered. Only her existence matter.

      The form that trailed her was his own. The Designer. He’d always believed in her, but this was the first time he’d actually had the opportunity to lay eyes on her. He was amazed by how remarkably unimpressed he was. He wasn’t filled with awe; he was filled with jealousy. His own image walking alongside Emily was almost more than he could bear. It was symbolic of something he was becoming increasingly convinced would not be possible for him.

      He briefly made eye contact with Emily before turning and making his way back to Encounter. They would be having that little talk soon enough.
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      He knew she was coming. He couldn't see through the wall of Encounter's dining area where he sat nervously wringing his hands together. He couldn't hear her footsteps, not yet. But he knew she was coming. He had an empathic link to her. He could feel her approaching.

      Then he heard the footsteps as they approached the dining area. He looked up as she reached the entrance. Her eyes were puffy, and her cheeks were streaked with drying tears. “I think it’s time we had that little talk.”

      Sebastian nodded his understanding. "You've made your decision then?"

      Emily didn't respond.

      “It had to happen sooner or later.” He hesitated before standing. "It's ironic. Just when we were beginning to get to know one another. Just when you were beginning to have faith in me."

      "This is so difficult. This is more difficult than you can possibly imagine. When I finally accepted the truth...that you're not my father, it was easy to forget who you are. It was easy to shrug you off as some glorified figment of my imagination. But look at you." She took a tentative step toward him, as if deciding whether or not to run into his arms. "You're real. You're alive."

      Sebastian shrugged. "In my own way, yes. But not for much longer, I’m assuming.”

      She regarded him for a moment before shaking her head, choking back a sob and making the commitment to walk into his embrace. Her head buried safely in his chest, she sobbed unabashedly as she had on her best and worst days before the heart attack that took her biological father from her. That was back when death meant something to her. That was back when death was final. But here he was, a three-dimensional projection of her memories. Proof that death isn't final. Proof that nobody is ever really gone.

      She pulled back from their embrace and looked him over as if she were seeing him for the first time, and in a sense she was. And now that she was seeing him for the first time, she didn't want to let him go. But there was no getting around it. For the plan to work, she would have to put the memory back where it belonged.

      "I created you," she said. "You're more of a child than a father. I wish there was something I could do to keep you here, to keep you with me." The tears flowed unabated as the words left her mouth. "My father was my anchor." Her voice trembled.  "You're supposed to be my replacement anchor."

      "But I'm not an anchor; I'm a crutch."

      "That's not what I was getting at."

      "But it's the truth. Your unconscious mind created me. I'm a defense mechanism. I'm a crutch. You needed me to get you through these...trying times, for lack of a better term. But look at you. You're gonna save the world. You don't need me anymore. You don't need the crutch. It's time to throw it away and walk on your own."

      "I don't want it to be this way," she sobbed.

      Sebastian placed both hands on her cheeks, wiping tears away with his thumbs as tears of his own spilled down his cheeks. "But this is the way it has to be."

      She mirrored his actions, using her thumbs to wipe his tears away. She was in awe of this singular individual. "I can't believe it. You're so real. Why do you have to be so real?"

      Sebastian smiled. "Out here, I'm not as real as I am in here." He signified her head by tenderly kissing her forehead. "And I'll always be real where it counts."

      She choked back another round of tears. "I'm sorry."

      Sebastian offered her a reassuring smile. "Don't be. I'm not really going anywhere. I'm just going...home." He gently tapped the side of her head. "I have no place out here. But I'll always be with you."

      She took solace in the reminder. "I know."

      "Can you do me a favor?" Sebastian asked.

      "Anything."

      "When it's time for you to go, don't say goodbye."

      Emily shook her head. "That won't be necessary. That will never be necessary." Her tear-ravaged eyes met his tear-ravaged eyes. "I won't be saying goodbye, because, like you said, you’re not really going anywhere.” She managed a faint but sincere smile. “It won't be goodbye.”
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      Deanna was bored, restless and lonely. After pacing about the deserted virtual ship, looking for something to take her mind off of the paranoid notion that she would be stuck in this virtual world by herself for eternity, she returned to the cockpit, sat at her virtual helm and put her virtual, but still very tired, legs on her virtual console. She marveled at the fact that her virtual legs were tired. The designers of this program had pulled out all the stops to make these virtual worlds as authentic as possible.

      If only she didn't know it was a virtual world. She could have been given a virtual Elexa to keep her company. But she'd killed virtual Elexa. The memory caused her to shudder.

      In any event, these virtual world programs were like those old school video games. When the game ended, you started a new one. Everything that took place in the previous game didn't matter. That's exactly what had happened on Encounter's trip back from Eden. She and Elexa had shared the same program, flying the ship from their virtual worlds, the program repeating on a loop for the thousand years it took them to make it back to Earth. The virtual world experience of flying the ship had felt like hours.

      Mired in the loneliness of the virtual world that was keeping her alive, allowing the regenerative medicine to do its job, she wished she were in one of those loops. She didn't want a repeat of that horrific experience with The Designer. That hadn't even been a part of the program. That had been The Designer manipulating the program. No, she wanted something simple and sweet. Lying naked and carefree in Elexa's arms in a king-sized bed in a house on the beach with a view of the ocean. Yes, that would do nicely.

      Alas, she had been left to wallow in isolation. What if something had happened to them? What if they didn't come back? She was ashamed of herself for considering what would happen to her if something were to happen to them, but she was only mildly ashamed. After all, if they were to die out there, they would probably be better off than she would be. Her program wasn't set to loop, and she was in a cryotube; she wouldn't die, meaning that she could potentially be stuck in this virtual world of extreme loneliness for thousands of years. And she would feel those thousands of years; she would feel every slow, agonizing second of those thousands of years.

      A moment of panic set in. She jumped from her chair and paced the cockpit. She wondered if there was something she could do, some way to free herself from the virtual world. Emily had done it, but Emily was special; Emily had gifts that she didn't have. How had she done it? She'd heard the story, hadn't she? Yes! Her mind had rejected the virtual world program. What the hell did that mean?! Ugh! She knew that it wasn't real; that was half the battle, wasn't it?

      She stopped pacing and clamped her eyes shut, doing her best to reject the world around her. That was when reality hit her, but it wasn't the reality she was seeking. Even if she were capable of rejecting her virtual world, she would become aware inside her cryotube. And according to Richard, she was still recovering; she wasn't ready to leave her cryotube.

      She opened her eyes to the only reality that existed for her at the moment and sighed. The sigh was accompanied by a whimper. She couldn't handle this much longer. It wasn't the isolation in and of itself; it was not knowing if it would ever end.

      She was reminded of how fragile she really was. Sure, nobody would want to face the prospect of eternal isolation, but her crewmates had been gone no longer than twenty minutes, and she was on the verge of having a full-blown panic attack.

      Deep breaths, Deanna. Deep breaths.

      It was easy to push away her insecurities when she was around the others, especially Elexa. It was easy to forget that she wasn't always the picture of confidence she attempted to project. Her fierce independence and biting wit were genuine, but she had developed these traits as a barrier. Virtually no one gets in or out of Deanna Kara's head. Elexa was becoming the exception. They hadn't discussed their innermost feelings with one another, not yet. But there was something about the way Elexa looked at her when she was using sarcasm as a defense mechanism. Yeah, she was pretty sure that Elexa was beginning to figure her out, and she was thankful for that.

      But that made the prospect of never seeing Elexa again all the more terrifying. She had only scratched the surface of Elexa Thomas, and Elexa Thomas had only scratched the surface of Deanna Kara. But Deanna trusted Elexa and was ready to let her all the way in, past the tough as nails exterior to the frightened child inside.

      A new wave of panic set her in motion again, but rather than pacing the cockpit, she headed for the door. She had already walked the short length of the ship and back, but this wasn't a stroll to pass the time. If she were going to be stuck in this virtual world for the foreseeable future, she wanted to see what, if anything, existed outside the ship.

      She reached for the touchscreen panel beside the door, but her hand stopped as the door slid open to reveal Elexa mid-stride.

      "Oh." Elexa took a step back after nearly colliding with her first officer.

      Jump for joy, or play it cool?

      Deanna placed her hands on her hips in a futile attempt to play it cool. "So, ya think there's anything outside the ship in this virtual world?"

      Elexa furrowed her brow, clearly taken aback by the oddly-timed question. "Yeah, virtual Eden...I think. The computer extends the simulation based on what you expect to see. You know we landed on Eden, so..."

      "Ah." She nodded and looked away.

      "Are you okay?"

      Deanna felt like crying. She couldn't remember the last time she'd cried. She would have suppressed the urge, but she was sick of suppressing her feelings. She would have lied to Elexa, but she was sick of lying. She'd made up her mind to let Elexa all the way in. "No," she sobbed, nearly collapsing into Elexa's arms. She let the tears flow. The tears may have been virtual, but the release was all too real.

      "It's okay, honey," Elexa consoled her. "It's okay. I'm here."

      Still sobbing, she pulled back from their embrace and gave Elexa a playful shove. "You left me here."

      "You knew we were coming back."

      "I didn't know that. What if something happened to you out there? I'd be stuck in this place forever."

      "Well, nothing happened to us out there, and even if something did, the virtual world program is set to end when you're well enough to leave the cryotube."

      She sniffled and choked back a few lingering tears. "Oh." She gave Elexa another playful shove. "Well, why didn't you tell me that?"

      "I thought you knew."

      "Well, I didn't. I guess...I probably should have."

      "I've never seen you like this before. This is a whole new Deanna Kara."

      "It's the same Deanna Kara. It's just the Deanna Kara that doesn't get out much."

      "Well, I like mushy Deanna Kara."

      "All right. Enough of that. You only get mushy Deanna Kara in doses." Quickly changing gears, she placed her hands on her hips and said, "So, do you want to tell me what happened out there?"

      "I'll tell you about it on the way." Elexa's playful smile hinted at some kind of surprise.

      "On the way where?"

      "Home. We're going home, and you're gonna take us there."

      "What? From here?"

      Elexa's smile broadened. "No, honey, not from here. See you on the other side!"

      Deanna's surroundings faded to black. When the darkness lifted, she found herself looking up at Richard's smiling face through the cryotube's open hatch.

      "Welcome back."

      She blinked rapidly, her eyes adjusting to the relatively dim but still overwhelming overhead lights. "I'm back?"

      "You're back."

      Richard extended both hands into the cryotube. Deanna took them and allowed him to pull her to a seated position. She turned her head to the right to find Elexa sitting in the cryotube next to hers.

      "Surprise!" Elexa chirped.

      "Thanks." She pulled her shirt down to expose her left shoulder and pressed her fingers into the blood-stained gauze. She felt nothing. "I'm okay?" She didn't wait for a response, tearing the gauze from her shoulder. The wound was no more. She looked at Richard, then Elexa. "I'm ready?"

      "You're ready," Elexa responded jovially. "Let's do this."

      Deanna beamed as she took Richard's hands and allowed him to assist her as she stepped from the cryotube.

      It wasn't until her feet were planted firmly on the floor that she noticed George standing several feet away, his hands buried in his pockets, his head bowed. His eyes were trained on the floor.

      She took a step toward him. "George?" Her tone was soft, consoling.

      George lifted his head and looked at her sheepishly. "I'm sorry."

      Deanna shook her head. "You have nothing to be sorry for." She swiftly closed the distance between them, wrapping her arms around him and planting a kiss on his cheek.

      Deanna took a step back from George and brushed a tear away from his cheek. "Chin up," she urged him.

      George nodded contritely.

      "You didn't do this to me," she reassured him as the pair followed Richard and Elexa to the door. "The Designer did."

      "Yeah, about that..." Elexa opened the door and glanced back at Deanna. "There's something I didn't get a chance to tell you."

      Deanna followed Elexa through the door to find her doppelganger standing in the corridor. She jabbed a finger toward The Designer. "What the hell is she doing here?!"

      Elexa stepped between Deanna and The Designer as if preparing to break up a brewing fist fight. "She is coming back to Earth with us."

      Deanna was aghast. "What?!"

      Elexa raised her hands in a defensive posture. "Now, hear me out," she pleaded. "We have a plan...to fix all of this. And we need The Designer's help."
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      They were suspicious of her, and they had every reason to be. She meant them no harm. Quite the contrary. But she’d had to make some very tough decisions. Well, they weren't tough decisions for her. She was The Designer. She had been The Designer since the beginning of time. She knew what had to be done, when it had to be done and how it had to be done. The cosmos was a scale. Some of the decisions that had to be made weighed more heavily on some than on others. But her decisions were always made in the best interest of the whole. They were made in the interest of providing balance to the cosmos.

      She was the last to enter the cockpit, and she was fully aware of the fact that most of the crew’s eyes were on her. She didn't even have to look at them to know that their eyes were on her. How could they not be? She was the mirror image of every one of them. They each saw their exact double in her. That had the potential to make just about anybody uneasy.

      With the exception of Sebastian, it seemed. If he were feeling uneasy about The Designer’s presence, he wasn’t showing it. He didn’t even seem particularly interested in The Designer’s presence, ironic considering that he’d worshiped The Designer as a god on Kepler-438b. Sebastian didn’t even pay her a passing glance. His gaze was fixed on Emily. The Designer understood. Sebastian’s worship of The Designer had been a means to an end. She’d been a curiosity on the road to Emily.

      Sebastian had made it to the end of that road, but he hadn’t found what he’d been looking for―not exactly. She could see it in his eyes. They were content, but there was a touch of sadness in them. Emily had told him the truth he’d known all too well: In order for their plan to work, Sebastian would have to go back to where he’d come from; he would be relegated to his natural state; he would become a memory, once again.

      No, he wasn’t getting that strange but understandable look from Sebastian, but strange looks from the crew were to be expected. And amid those strange looks, one of them was glaring at her. That too was to be expected. After what she had been forced to put Deanna through, how could she expect anything less?

      She met Deanna's eyes for the briefest of moments. There was no reason to hold her gaze. There was no reason to be diplomatic and offer Deanna a smile. Deanna wouldn't take the gesture well, and The Designer had given her no reason to take the would-be well-meaning gesture well.

      The Designer found an empty chair next to Emily at the back of the cockpit and sat. Emily was watching her and smiling. She was the closest thing to a friend she could expect to find on this journey.

      "You know, you could have just asked us."

      Emily didn't have to elaborate. The Designer knew precisely what she was referring to. "No...I couldn't have. We've been through this before. You just don't remember."

      "You've tried asking us to take you to Eden?"

      "Twice."

      There was a moment's pause as Emily seemed to reflect on The Designer's answer. "Yeah...I guess that probably wouldn't have worked."

      "It didn't work," The Designer corrected.

      "Touché."

      Silence ensued as Encounter lifted from the surface of Eden and ascended toward the atmosphere.

      “I don’t agree with what you did to George,” Emily said, breaking the momentary silence, “but I understand why you did it.” She looked toward Deanna. “What you did to Deanna in the virtual world? That I don’t understand.”

      “The Designer works in mysterious ways.”

      “That’s not funny. You made her believe that she killed Elexa. You terrorized her for seemingly no reason whatsoever.”

      “Seemingly. That’s the operative word. What I did to Deanna was...strategic.”

      Despite her basic familiarity with 20th and 21st Century English vernacular, The Designer was not adept at choosing the right words for the right occasion. Realizing that her choice of words would not go over well, she looked at Emily to find her glaring back at her.

      “Strategic?!” Emily barked at her.

      “Poor choice of words. I apologize. What I did to Deanna in the virtual world was...necessary. I had control of both George and Deanna. I needed to get you to Eden. If something happened to George, if for some reason, he wasn’t able to fly the ship, I would need to use Deanna.” The Designer had the feeling that this explanation was only slightly better than her “strategic” remark. But the tension in Emily’s face seemed to settle. She no longer looked as if she wanted to lash out at The Designer.

      Emily looked away and shook her head with a mild hint of disgust. "You mind if I ask a personal question?"

      The Designer already knew what the question was going to be. It was the tone. She’d heard that tone countless times before the inevitable question. "Shoot," she replied, borrowing a commonly-used term from 20th and 21st Century English vernacular.

      "What do you look like?"

      The Designer smiled. She’d known what the question was going to be, but she’d never heard it asked quite like that.

      "I mean―"

      "You mean, what do I look like to myself?"

      "Right."

      Encounter passed through Eden's atmosphere as The Designer pondered the question. Regardless of how many times she’d answered that question, it remained an extremely difficult one to answer without a frame of reference. Her answer would inevitably sound abstract. "If I were to look at myself in a reflective surface, and I rarely do, I would see nothing and everything." The Designer's smile broadened. "How's that for a straight answer?" She looked at Emily and found her smiling.

      "That's actually a pretty good answer."

      "You have some experience with this concept."

      Emily nodded thoughtfully. "Yeah, but I don't remember much about it, unfortunately. I just went through the memories with you. I relived everything, and it's already...gone."

      "What I see is very similar to what you experienced in the Great Community. No limits. Everything that was and is exists in my form. I'm a mirror, and everything and everyone that I have created is reflected in me."

      "But not the future."

      "No, the future hasn't been written."

      "But the Great Community―"

      "Lied to you. We've discussed this."

      Emily nodded her assent. This part of her recent experience with The Designer was burned into her memory. It just ran contrary to everything she believed she’d known for so long. Everything that has, is and will happen is happening now. She had conveyed that message to her crewmates so many times that it had come to be something of a mantra. But, as she had recently discovered, it was a mantra with no basis in truth. And she was the only member of the Great Community to believe the mantra because the Great Community had lied to her. They'd led her to believe that past, present and future were one, that her knowledge of the future was proof of that. They didn't tell her about the loop, didn't tell her that she’d been through the loop countless times, not once, twice or three times as she had been led to believe. They didn't tell her that her countless trips through the loop were responsible for her familiarity with future events and the reason past, present and future appeared to be taking place simultaneously.

      The Designer had no doubt that she knew all of this; she was just having difficulty coming to terms with all of it. She expected nothing less. Emily was strong, stronger than most beings she had encountered in her billions of years of existence. Corporeal or non-corporeal, it didn't matter. No sentient being could be presented with as much as Emily had been presented with without harboring a bit of uncertainty.
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      Earth loomed in the distance. With corporeal eyes, her range of vision was as limited as any human’s. But she knew it was out there. She knew she was out there. The vessels were approaching one another. Slow and steady. Just like last time. And the time before. Well, not exactly like last time and the time before. Each trip through the loop was a bit different. But a great deal remained the same. And the variable that never changed was the rendezvous itself. It couldn't change. It was far too important.

      No, she couldn't see it, but that would change momentarily. Her eyes would eventually pick out that small white dot in the distance, separate it from the surrounding star field and watch it grow.

      She released a sigh of nervous anticipation. It would have gone unnoticed by her companions had the cockpit not been so quiet. She was aware of a few slight head turns and made a mental note to refrain from doing anything to draw attention to her tangled nerves.

      "Are you sure this is the right move?" It was a ridiculous question, and she knew it. But she couldn't help asking it. The question wasn't even one that she necessarily wanted an answer to. She just needed to hear something. The silence was stifling.

      "If I had a nickel for every time you asked me that question..." The Designer quipped.

      Emily smiled. She was thankful that The Designer had a sense of humor. "I'm amazed at how naturally you use some of our ancient Earth phrases."

      "It shouldn't amaze you. I designed your species. Shouldn't I be familiar with your vernacular?"

      "Once again, you make perfect sense. But you didn't finish."

      "I didn't finish what?"

      "You didn't finish the phrase; you just left it hanging."

      Her doppelganger frowned thoughtfully. "If I had a nickel for every time you asked me that question, I'd have quite a few nickels."

      Emily chuckled.

      "In answer to your original question, it's necessary. And not only is it necessary; it becomes increasingly necessary to meet with your past counterpart each time you travel through the loop. The Great Community's pull is strong. You feel it, don't you?"

      Emily was pretty sure that the question was rhetorical, but she answered it anyway: "I do."

      "You need your past self to remind you of the importance of embracing the flesh. You need your past self to remind you of the importance of resisting that pull back to the Great Community. The pull is strong now, but it will only get stronger when we reach Earth."

      "I have to merge with my past self...as I've done countless times before."

      "The information that you will impart to your past counterpart is important, but equally important is that reminder. Without that reminder, you would not be able to resist the Great Community's pull."

      "We've been through this before. We've been in this situation countless times before, had this conversation countless times before. What makes you think it's gonna to work this time?"

      Emily watched her doppelganger as she gazed thoughtfully into the distance beyond the viewport. "Because it's your plan, not mine." The Designer looked at her and smiled. "It's a unique plan. And we've never tried it before. I believe it's going to work. I have faith that it's going to work."

      Emily smiled proudly.

      "This loop was created for a reason,” The Designer continued. “It was created by someone or something to stop the Great Migration before it starts."

      Emily's smile morphed into a sly grin. "And you're not willing to tell me who or what that someone or something is."

      Her doppelganger shrugged melodramatically, precisely as she would have had she been attempting to keep the truth from somebody. "What makes you think I know?" The Designer made little effort to sell the deception.

      Emily rolled her eyes and shook her head. "All right."

      She turned her attention back to the viewport. Earth had filled it considerably, but no outbound Encounter.

      "Scan for vessels," Elexa ordered amiably.

      "What do you think I've been doing?" Deanna retorted. She looked sheepishly at Elexa. "Sorry."

      Elexa smiled diplomatically. "It's okay. It's kind of a tense moment."

      Emily knew she wasn't the only one feeling the pressure, but it was reassuring to hear someone else acknowledge it.

      "I'm not finding anything." Deanna looked up from her scanner and peered through the viewport. "There's nothing out there."

      "Maybe something's changed," David speculated from his seat on the opposite side of the cockpit door. “Maybe we missed the rendezvous.”

      Emily didn't believe David's suggestion, but part of her hoped it was true.

      “Our chronometer has us at the right day and time,” Elexa said. “This is when the rendezvous happened...or is going to happen.”

      “It took us four days to get to Eden and another four days to get back here,” David argued. “If we exited the wormhole shortly before we entered it, we lost eight days to and from Eden. We must have missed the rendezvous. The chronometer is messed up.”

      "Emily?" George called back from behind Deanna's chair.

      Emily furrowed her brow. "Emily, what?"

      "Emily, do you have anything?"

      She scanned the cockpit. All eyes were on her. She looked back at George. “Nothing more than I've already told you. Our trip to and from Eden is irrelevant. The temporal loop brought us back to the correct day and time. The chronometer is correct. Somebody or something meant for this to happen. And it is going to happen. You just have to be...patient.”

      “How do you know?” George asked.

      “I don’t know.” She furrowed her brow. “I don’t know how I know. I just...know.”

      George looked at The Designer as if he were going to ask her for clarification. Appearing to think better of it, he returned to peering into the console over Deanna's shoulder.

      "I can do it," Deanna protested.

      Emily fixed The Designer with a questioning look. The Designer smiled knowingly in response to Emily's silent query. The outbound Encounter was out there.

      With her briefest of hopes dashed, her nervous anticipation returned with a vengeance.

      "I've got something!" Deanna exclaimed.

      Emily stood and peered through the viewport. She didn't see it...not with her eyes. But she felt it, and that frightened her. She didn't want to feel it. She didn't want to feel the other Emily. She didn't want to be reminded that she was this close to returning to the Great Community.

      "Emily, do you see it?" Elexa called back.

      She didn't respond.

      "Emily?" Richard called from the opposite side of the cockpit door.

      No response.

      She sensed the outbound Encounter moving toward them in the distance, but her senses had already moved beyond the vessel to the Great Community on Earth. The Community's proverbial hands were wrapped around her, and they were comforting, just as those proverbial hands had comforted her when she’d rejoined the Community on Eden. But she hadn't been conflicted on Eden. She hadn't fought to free herself from its grasp. There had been no reason to. She’d wanted nothing more than to rejoin the Community. Now, she was extremely conflicted. Now, she was willing to fight. With the will to fight in her corner, she smiled. Half the battle had already been won.

      "I see it!" Deanna called out.

      Emily caught sight of the white dot moving toward them. It appeared to expand as the two vessels approached one another. It was morphing, taking form, developing features as it filled the viewport.

      Emily sensed the awe that permeated the cockpit as the two vessels stopped within one hundred yards of one another. She sensed the awe, but she did not share it with her crewmates. It was new for them. It wasn't for her. Moments earlier it had all been new for her. Moments earlier she hadn't remembered their previous trips through the loop. But now she was close to Earth, close to the Great Community. And she remembered. She remembered everything.

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      "Hello?" Outbound Emily's voice erupted over the speaker, filling the cockpit.

      Déjà vu.

      The crew had looked back at her their first two trips through the loop. This time, they did not. They may not have consciously remembered their two previous encounters, but something inside of them had changed. They were no longer impressed. And Emily could relate. A mere few hours earlier, she would have been freaked out by the sound of her own voice. But she had been through this before. It was becoming routine.

      "This is Encounter," outbound Emily continued. She chuckled adding, "Ironic, isn't it?"

      Inbound Emily didn’t laugh. The quip didn't strike her as funny anymore, and she wasn't willing to fake it.

      Deanna opened a channel to the outbound vessel. "Hi, Emily," she said dryly. "Yes, it is indeed ironic."

      "All joking aside," outbound Emily continued, "I don't think I need to inform you of the gravity of this situation."

      Deanna gave Elexa a sidelong look. "That's your cue."

      Elexa rolled her eyes. "Open a channel."

      "Aye."

      "Indeed, you don't," Elexa responded to outbound Emily. She paused as familiar words jumped out at her from some faraway place. "We've been discussing the situation with our very own Emily."

      "No, we haven't," Deanna whispered.

      "Shut up," Elexa whispered back.

      "I know that both the concept and the semantics are difficult for all of you to wrap your heads around, but as I'm sure you all well know, I am your very own Emily. We are all of you. Our ship is your ship. And we exist in the same space and time which presents us with a unique, but not an insurmountable, problem."

      David stepped up alongside Emily. "I know we've been through this before, but it's still pretty freaky."

      Emily looked at David and cocked an eyebrow. “Freaky is so thirty minutes ago."

      "Feeling better, I take it?"

      Emily smiled. "Much better." She looked away from David, her gaze fixed on the outbound Encounter as if slipping into a trance. "Everything's...Everything's going to be all right," she murmured, more to herself than to David.

      "Oh, good."

      Emily was well aware of the sarcasm lacing David's words, but she didn't react to it. Her increasingly expanding mind was focused on the path ahead of her.

      "I have a suggestion that might meet with some resistance," outbound Emily continued, "but hear me out. This situation already exists. We've already polluted the timeline. In order to minimize the damage, I would like to meet face to face with my future counterpart to discuss the matter further, to compare notes and come to some kind of an agreement on the best course of action going forward."

      Elexa looked back at Emily. Emily nodded her assent.

      "We concur," Elexa responded.

      "Wow!" came outbound Emily's voice over the cockpit speakers. "I wasn’t expecting you all to be so amenable. Especially you, Elexa."

      Elexa smiled. "You're a wise woman, Emily. I have faith in you." She looked back at Emily and winked. "Both of you."

      Emily smiled broadly and returned the wink.

      David leaned in close to Emily. "Okay, you have to admit; that was a bit freaky."

      Emily narrowed her eyes and swayed her head from side to side as if considering David's suggestion. "Yeah...I'll give ya that one."

      "So, we're on the same page?" outbound Emily asked.

      Emily placed her hand on David's shoulder. "But check this out." In response to outbound Emily, she proclaimed, "Yes, we're on the same page, outbound Emily!" She leaned into David. "How's that for freaky?"

      "Did you just call me, 'outbound Emily,'" outbound Emily asked.

      "I most certainly did, outbound Emily."

      "So, I guess that would make you..."

      "Inbound Emily."

      "Awesome, inbound Emily. So, it's a date."
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      "How do you feel?" The Designer asked her.

      "Different," was her immediate response. "You were never with me when I met with my past counterpart."

      "That's not exactly what I meant."

      "No, but it's important. I’ve always had to make this trip alone, and it never seemed to get any easier. I'm glad you're here. I feel...safer." It was a strange thing to say. She couldn't recall feeling endangered when she’d previously traversed the corridor leading to the shuttle bay.

      They stopped at the closed shuttle bay doors.

      "I'm not going with you," The Designer informed her.

      "I know," Emily acknowledged. "But the walk itself, the walk is always a bit nerve-wracking. Having you here, it just puts me at ease."

      The Designer acknowledged the compliment with a slight smile and a nod. "We've discussed this already, but it bears repeating. Actually, it's essential that I drill these points into you, lest you forget, or are tempted to just...let it all out."

      Emily resisted the temptation to roll her eyes.

      "You must not discuss your experiences with your past counterpart...for obvious reasons."

      "Don't want to pollute the timeline," Emily muttered.

      "Anymore than it's already been polluted. We want to minimize the damage."

      "Got it."

      "It's important to remember that, despite how you may feel, despite what you may sense, despite your reawakening abilities, you are in a state of flux once again. You are feeling the pull of the Great Community, but you are not one of them." The Designer poked her on the shoulder. "You are a corporeal being, flesh and blood. Remember that."

      She was taken aback by that reminder. With each passing moment, the pull was growing stronger. It was becoming increasingly difficult to resist, increasingly difficult to know which direction she wanted to go in, where she wanted to be.

      "You're struggling," The Designer remarked.

      "Is it that obvious?"

      "Yes, but even if it weren't, I would know. Your struggle is a natural result of assimilation, separation and being in close proximity to the Great Community. Merging with your past counterpart will go a long way toward helping you resist the Community's pull."

      With a tap of the touchscreen panel, The Designer opened the dual shuttle bay doors. "Good luck."

      "May the Force be with me," Emily quipped.

      The Designer stared blankly at her.

      "It's a reference to..." Emily lifted her hands, palms forward. "Never mind."

      She walked past The Designer and into the shuttle bay without another word. She fully expected to hear a few more parting words before she reached the shuttle, but the thud and the hiss of the shuttle bay doors closing and sealing behind her shattered that expectation.

      She stopped just short of the pilot side door and looked back. The Designer was watching her through the window. Emily gave The Designer a slight smile and a subtle wave and waited for The Designer to return the wave before climbing into the shuttle.

      She ran her fingers over the console, prompting the shuttle to hum to life. The procedure had become second nature to her, as effortless as starting a car in the 21st Century. She tapped the console to open the external shuttle bay doors. The dual sliding doors retracted from one another with a hiss. She was confident enough in her piloting skills to engage forward thrusters before the doors had fully opened. The shuttle glided through the opening doors with just enough room on both sides to vacate Encounter without scratching the shuttle. Not that she was particularly interested in whether or not she scratched the shuttle.

      She pulled a hard left to put her destination directly ahead of her and watched it grow through the viewport with Earth providing an all too tempting backdrop. Earth seemed to be reaching past the outbound Encounter and whispering seductively into her ear, inviting her to fly the shuttle right past the outbound Encounter, to go straight home, to be with her family, her one and only true family, the only family she had ever known. And she so desperately wanted to accept the invitation. Temptation clawed at her. Her hands twitched over the console. Her chest pounded with the struggle. What was the point in resisting what she so desperately desired? she reasoned. Why not just give herself what she clearly wanted?

      No! She was strong. She would not give in. She’d merged with past counterpart countless times before. She would do it again―one last time.

      But the struggle was becoming increasingly more difficult with each pass through the loop. If she had merged with her past counterpart countless times before, and that decision had led her right back to a position of having to make that very same decision again and again with the struggle becoming increasingly more difficult with each pass through the loop, perhaps it was a sign; perhaps she had made the wrong choice.

      Or perhaps the Great Community was tightening its grip on her. Perhaps the Great Community was desperate to have her back, desperate to have the rock, desperate to have the race of corporeal slaves that would evolve from the microorganisms the rock was carrying. Perhaps the Community was using this opportunity to pull her away from The Designer's watchful eye.

      "Hang on, Emily," she whispered to herself. "Hang on. You got this."

      She crossed Encounter's starboard side, pulled a U-turn behind the vessel and slowed to a crawl along the port side before coming to a complete stop next to the airlock. She eased the starboard side of the shuttle up against the airlock. The sound of the shuttle door connecting to the airlock was the exclamation point to the commitment she’d made. She was going to see this thing through. She breathed a sigh of relief as if she had just averted some kind of disaster.

      She didn't hesitate, jumping from her seat and heading for the door. She looked through the window to find exactly what she expected to find. It was like looking in a mirror. It was like looking at The Designer. But the face on the other side of the glass did not belong to her doppelganger. And despite the fact that she fully expected to find her slightly younger self on the other side of the window, it didn't do much to prevent her from feeling as if she were having an out of body experience. And the fact that she was in flux, feeling the Great Community's pull, didn't make the moment any less surreal. She still had nerve endings, and she was feeling nervous.

      The shuttle door and Encounter's exterior airlock door opened simultaneously. She stepped into the airlock and received the same smile she had flashed two weeks earlier. Inbound Emily reciprocated the smile and immediately concluded that she had been right two weeks earlier. The smile had been forced. She wasn't feeling the smile now, in the moment, so she dropped it. She didn't want to fake it. She didn't want to lie to herself.

      Despite her previous trips through the loop, the question that was on her lips was not a deception. She was still confused. "What is happening to us?"

      "The Great Community warned us that this would happen."

      The Great Community. She still believed in the Great Community. Of course she did. Why wouldn't she? She hadn't been where her future counterpart had been. She didn't know what her future counterpart knew. And her past counterpart wouldn't believe it if she told her. Such was her past counterpart's faith in the Great Community. She wouldn't believe herself. She wouldn't believe the truth if it came from her very own mouth. It wouldn't be enough to tell her past counterpart. She would have to show her.

      No, she couldn't show her. The Designer had warned her about the dangers of revealing too much information about her future. How could she have forgotten this crucial advice so quickly and easily? Something was happening to her. She was becoming increasingly more confused.

      She furrowed her brow as her future counterpart had two weeks earlier. "I don't understand. I'm confused. Everything is...muddled."

      "You don't remember. Fortunately for us, I do, but I won't remember for long. Soon, I will be where you are now."

      The words sounded familiar, but she was having trouble contextualizing them. "Don't remember. Don't remember what? What is happening to us?"

      "We are removed from the Community, and the longer we are separated from the Community, the closer we come to our former corporeal selves."

      Inbound Emily had known this. She had forgotten most of what she had experienced in the Great Community, but she had understood why she had forgotten. She had known exactly what was happening to her. But even that was beginning to slip away. She was as close to being a corporeal being as she had been since before she rejoined the Community on Eden, back when she only felt the Community's pull but didn't understand what was happening to her.

      "We are starting down a path," her past counterpart continued, "one we have traveled down before. Do you remember?"

      Inbound Emily probed the recesses of her addled mind for the memory. It was there, but it was hidden behind a thick blanket of fog and just out of reach.

      She shook her head. "I don't...I don't remember."

      Outbound Emily nodded. "I feared this would happen. We are transitioning faster than I believed was possible."

      "Transitioning." That sounded familiar. "Transitioning to what?"

      "Corporeal form."

      Inbound Emily scanned the floor, searching for the memory that she knew existed but couldn't access, a memory that she’d been able to access before boarding the outbound Encounter.

      Her eyes met those of her past counterpart. "This is apparently something that I knew at one time...but I've forgotten."

      Her past counterpart nodded. "Don't you feel it? Don't you feel your physical form taking hold?" She felt something, but she didn't know what it meant.

      She was frightened. No, terrified! Her chest pounded. It shouldn't have been. She didn't have a chest. Or did she?

      "Your hands, they're shaking. Why is that?"

      She raised her hands, held them apart from one another. They were shaking. There was no denying it. And with that acknowledgment came the sliver of a memory, something akin to the truth. "How is this possible? We've shed our skin."

      "The filter of the flesh is beginning to take hold. It is robbing you of your memories, and it will soon rob me of mine. Shedding our skin is a euphemism. It's not entirely accurate. We don't actually shed our skin. We absorb it. It's there within us. It's always there. Our link to one another within the Great Community keeps it at bay, or more accurately, it allows the best part of ourselves to shine."

      Inbound Emily made no effort to conceal the fear and confusion from her countenance. On the contrary, she wanted her past counterpart to pick up on it and offer her something, a series of wise words that would alleviate the fear and lift the fog of confusion that had suddenly settled all around her.

      Her past counterpart's smile was a promising start. "Fear not, Emily. This condition is temporary. You're almost home. Once you rejoin the Great Community, your physical form will be reabsorbed."

      Reassured by the words of her past counterpart, inbound Emily allowed a faint smile to touch her lips.

      "If that's what you really want."

      Inbound Emily's smile morphed into a frown. "If that's what I really want? Of course that's what I...what we want." She regarded her past counterpart. "Isn't it? I mean, why would you say such a thing?"

      "Oh, nothing. Forget I said anything." She had the distinct feeling that her past counterpart was teasing her. But she couldn't be certain. One thing she was certain of was that she was not about to let outbound Emily drop a tease like that without elaboration.

      "No, out with it. Yes, my head is a bit muddled, so I need your help on this one. You seem to know something I don't."

      Her past counterpart hesitated, appearing to consider her next words carefully. "Well, I would say that you remember how it felt as we were departing Earth. That, of course, was two weeks ago for you, moments ago for me. I would tell you that you remember the strange sensation as our physical shell began to take hold, that longing for a simpler time, but of course, you don't remember, do you?"

      Inbound Emily reached back, but she remembered no such sensation, nor did she remember longing for a simpler time.

      She shook her head.

      "Of course you don't. Well, let me remind you. It's thrilling! The touch of David's hand. The warmth of his lips. That's something we can't experience in non-corporeal form. That's something we never had the opportunity to explore at length before we rejoined the Great Community. There's nothing like that sensation when the corporeal form begins to take hold. The human touch is new. It's exciting. Surely, you know what I'm talking about. You've had an additional two weeks with David."

      There was a change. Something was different about this trip through the loop. Her mind may have been muddled, but she was certain that her response to her past counterpart was going to be different than it had been during her previous trips through the loop because the circumstances had changed. She was going to answer the question honestly. How could she lie to herself?

      "I know exactly what you're talking about." It was a perfectly honest response that wouldn't pollute the timeline any further. Sure, she wanted to tell her past counterpart that she and David had been intimate. But she couldn't, and the extreme irony of not being able to share that beautiful moment with herself was not lost on her.

      She gave her past counterpart a smile, and the smile was reciprocated.

      "Yet, you're still returning. You're willing to give up your body and return to the Great Community."

      She hesitated, lost in a state of mental and emotional flux, before shaking the cobwebs from her mind. "This is not why we're here, Emily. You're forgetting yourself, and you're forgetting the mission."

      Her past counterpart nodded. "Right, the mission. You have something to share with me, something that will help us to avoid the situation we find ourselves in. So lay it on me."

      Inbound Emily lifted her hands, examined them. They weren't shaking anymore. She rubbed her forearms. They felt more real, more solid, than they had since before she rejoined the Great Community. Was the transition complete? Would she be able to merge with her past counterpart?

      "Don't worry," her past counterpart attempted to reassure her. "You haven't completed the transition yet. We're both non-corporeal. You're much closer to completing the transition than I am, but we can do this."

      Inbound Emily was reassured. She was still a non-corporeal being. She could still merge with her past counterpart. She just had to focus.

      "But before we do," her past counterpart said, "I have a favor to ask of you."

      Inbound Emily was nonplussed.

      Her past counterpart extended her hand. "Will you give me your hand?"

      Inbound Emily raised her hand. "We can do that?"

      "We can." Her past counterpart nodded toward the cockpit. "They can't." She flashed an inviting smile. "Give me your hand."

      "Of course."

      Her past counterpart glided toward her gracefully, never taking her eyes from inbound Emily's. She took inbound Emily's hand. Her past counterpart's touch was only vaguely familiar. Outbound Emily raised her other hand, inviting her future counterpart to take it. Inbound Emily accepted the invitation. Their fingers intertwined. Inbound Emily was only vaguely aware of the fact that she had been in this position before.

      "Let go of the Great Community for a moment. Don't push the physical away. Embrace it. Allow yourself to feel."

      Inbound Emily followed her past counterpart's advice, taking what was only vaguely familiar and allowing it to become intimate.

      Her past counterpart said, "It gives a whole new meaning to touching yourself, doesn't it?"

      What a strange thing to hear herself say. But she laughed all the same. Her past counterpart laughed along with her.

      When the laughter subsided, they remained silent, gazing into one another's eyes. Inbound Emily was seeing herself, literally and figuratively seeing herself. She saw everything she had ever embraced and shunned about herself all wrapped up in this beautiful package standing before her. And she loved herself as she never had before. She was beautiful. Everything about her was beautiful. And she knew that she had come to that realization two weeks earlier, and as she was approaching Earth, approaching the Great Community, she had almost forgotten how much she loved herself.

      The kiss was a powerful statement. She didn't need the Great Community to find her identity, to give her life meaning. She had already found her identity. The meaning of her life had always been there. She didn't need the Great Community, and neither did humanity.

      Their lips parted. Outbound Emily opened them to offer her future counterpart a few more words of wisdom, but inbound Emily gently placed her index finger over those lips.

      "Shh. I've already made my choice."

      Her past counterpart smiled as inbound Emily withdrew her finger. "Do you have something you want to share with me?"

      With the fog of confusion beginning to lift, inbound Emily said, "I most certainly do."

      Without having to focus, with no effort at all, inbound Emily allowed her consciousness to expand, to envelope her physical form. Her physical form was phased, the molecules of her body scattered through different points in time. If corporeal eyes were watching, they would have seen a ball of golden light.

      Her past counterpart mirrored her actions.

      Two spheres of consciousness belonging to the same individual. Two spheres of consciousness from two different timelines. They moved toward one another and merged, became one.

      Within this single sphere of consciousness, time opened up, became irrelevant. The two Emily's, sharing this single sphere of consciousness, could go anywhere at any time. But there was a restriction: one had to take the other. Neither could access the others experiences without being invited. Inbound Emily had two weeks of experiences on her past counterpart, most of which she couldn't share.

      But there was one very important piece of information that she had to share with her past counterpart. She had to share the nature of the loop with her. She had to show her where it began and where it ended.

      Her suicide attempt was where it all began―the loop and the Great Migration. Her suicide attempt was the catalyst for the Great Migration. Someone or something was watching. Someone or something knew where all of this was heading. And someone or something was giving her a second chance. The loop was her second chance.

      We can close the loop and stop the Great Migration in one fell swoop, inbound Emily communicated to her past counterpart. You were right. We were right. The Great Migration has been a disaster. The Great Community is mental and emotional slavery. The mind and the body coexist. They are partners. They have a symbiotic relationship. They compliment one another.

      There will be sacrifices, outbound Emily communicated. Major sacrifices. Closing the loop would mean...

      We will be much older when David becomes aware, inbound Emily finished her past counterpart's thought.

      If we live that long.

      We won't be with David.

      We won't fall in love with him.

      He won't fall in love with us.

      Let's not forget about Richard, George, Elexa and Deanna.

      We won't know them.

      Well, if we live long enough, we may get to meet them.

      The two Emily's considered the situation.

      We really don't have much of choice, inbound Emily communicated.

      Of course we don't.

      The two spheres of consciousness separated and allowed the molecules of their semi-corporeal forms to return to the present.

      "If all goes according to plan," outbound Emily said, "this is going to be the last time we meet like this."

      Inbound Emily smiled at her past counterpart. "It's been a pleasure getting to know you."

      "Likewise."

      Inbound Emily turned and headed toward her shuttle. She reached the outer airlock door and stopped. There was something she needed to say, something she was certain her past counterpart was waiting to hear. She turned, looked at her past counterpart, looked at herself, and said, "I love you."

      Her past counterpart gave her a single nod. "I know."

      Inbound Emily chuckled. "The Empire Strikes Back."

      "Good catch."

      "You knew I was going to say that, didn't you?"

      Her past counterpart shot her a Han Solo-worthy wink. "Of course I did."
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      David hadn't realized he'd been pacing until Deanna verbally shoved him back into his seat at the back of the cockpit. He couldn't help himself. It was what he had done back on Kepler-438b when Emily had left to meet The Designer. It was what he always did when he felt helpless.

      He knew that he'd been through this before, but he couldn't imagine that what he was feeling was any better than what he'd felt during his previous trips through the loop. What he’d felt during his previous trips through the loop certainly couldn't have been any worse.

      He didn't understand how any of them could take it. They were sitting calmly, breaking the silence with occasional small talk that he didn't care to hear. Elexa and Deanna at their stations. Richard and George were casually leaning against the wall off to his right. Sebastian was seated and gazing absently through the viewport off to his left. If they were freaked out by The Designer's presence, they were doing an Oscar-worthy job of hiding it.

      His doppelganger was sitting all by his lonesome on the other side of the cockpit door. His lonesome? No, it was her lonesome. The Designer was female, Emily had told him. He was having a very difficult time regarding his doppelganger as female. It just didn't compute. It didn't correspond to what he saw when he looked at himself in the mirror.

      He leaped from his seat at the sound of the cockpit door sliding open and was flooded with relief at the sight of Emily striding into the cockpit. He had no way of knowing what had taken place back there, and her countenance didn't betray very much.

      She paid him only a passing glance and a reluctant smile before sitting next to The Designer. The irony. He wanted her to sit with him, but she was sitting with someone who, from his perspective, looked like him.

      Was she avoiding him? Why would she be avoiding him?

      He glanced around the cockpit to find what he expected to find. All eyes were on her, waiting for the word.

      She took the cue and said, "We're ready. Let's go." She glanced at David. Their eyes met for the briefest of moments before she pulled them away, but in that briefest of moments, David detected the kind of sadness that comes from the loss of a loved one. "Let's go home," she added, the crack in her voice betraying the great sadness he detected in her visage.

      The palpable silence that hung in the air for a few very long moments was broken by the sound of Elexa and Deanna shifting in their chairs.

      "You heard the lady," Elexa muttered. "Let's go home."

      "Aye, captain."

      The ship lurched forward with the outbound Encounter following suit, rising above the inbound Encounter and disappearing from view.

      David approached Emily. "Are you okay?"

      She looked up at him, the brimming tears and the saddest smile he had ever seen giving him the answer that she probably wasn't willing to put into words just yet. "I'm okay."

      "You look sad." It was a simple and straightforward observation, but it was honest, and it was brave.

      She gazed through the viewport. Something akin to acceptance filled her countenance. She sighed. "I just...I just want to get this over with."

      Sadness and acceptance. She had made some kind of choice, one that she clearly wasn't happy about, but one that was necessary, one that she was attempting to come to terms with.

      Whatever choice she had made, David had a feeling it was going to break his heart. He gave her a nod that she didn't see and returned to his seat.

      A sense of dejá vù washed over him as Encounter passed through the atmosphere. It was quiet in the cockpit. The Western Hemisphere was dark as it had been when they returned from their fateful expedition to Eden. And they were heading back to Florida for some reason. David supposed it made sense. It was where it had all started. And it was the closest thing to home that any of them knew. It just seemed appropriate.

      Encounter landed in the clearing that had begun to feel like home in the six months they had spent there. But something was different. It didn't feel like home. Home implied some level of familiarity, but that familiarity was missing. It was that same lack of familiarity he experienced when they first returned from Eden. It was the lack of familiarity that came with fear of the unexpected and a profound sense that he was about to lose everything. He couldn't shake that feeling. Something bad was about to happen.

      Emily and The Designer stood simultaneously.

      "Are you ready?" The Designer asked.

      She gave David a sidelong look before answering. "Ready."

      David was taken aback. Was she really rushing into...whatever it was she was rushing into? Rather than lodging some kind of protest, he joined his crewmates in exiting Encounter.

      They were home, but so far away from home. Danger hung in the cool night air. And that sense of imminent danger was only reinforced as he watched, what appeared to be, a family bidding farewell to one of their own.
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      She hated lying to him. Hated it! And she hated the look on his face that told her that he knew she was lying. She not only hated the lie; she hated the liar. Okay, she didn't really hate herself. She’d told her past counterpart that she loved her, and she’d meant it. She loved herself. But as she traversed the woods with her doppelganger, she allowed herself a brief and well-deserved moment of self-loathing. But she couldn't allow that brief and well-deserved moment of self-loathing to linger and become a long and well-deserved moment of self-loathing. It would just fester and consume her and distract her from the crucial mission at hand. She had to ditch that brief and well-deserved moment of self-loathing with good, old-fashioned rationalization.

      It had been a white lie, she reasoned. She’d lied to avoid breaking his heart. But she had broken his heart. Good job, Emily. You lied, broke his heart and fled the scene of the crime.

      She didn't need to trek deep into the forest to meet with the Great Community; she just wanted to put some distance between herself and her family―especially Sebastian. She’d told him that she wouldn’t say goodbye to him, and she’d meant it.

      She may have been running from the scene of the crime, but there was another, far more practical reason to meet with the Great Community away from prying eyes. She had a plan. It was her plan, and it was a good plan. But if her good plan went bad, she didn't want her family to be there to see it. For that matter, if her good plan went exactly as planned, she wasn't to keen on her family being there to see that either. Either way, she believed the wiser course of action was to leave them out of it entirely. This was her battle to wage.

      They were approaching the area where she had revealed her true nature to her family six months earlier. When she reached that symbolic area, that sacred ground, she would call to them. Calling to them amounted to letting go or letting them in, not resisting the Great Community's call. She had chosen that spot because it was somewhat symbolic. Beginnings and ends. This chapter of her life was about to come full circle. It would close where it had opened. Hopefully.

      The pair reached Emily's desired destination. She made a point of planting her feet as close to the spot where she had kissed David as she could approximate.

      She looked from her feet to her doppelganger's extended hand. He was holding the rock. "This is where I bid you goodbye."

      She looked askance at The Designer. "You're kidding."

      "You don't need me anymore."

      Emily was nonplussed. "I need your help. Isn't that why you're here? You didn't come all this way to tell me that I don't need you anymore."

      The Designer smiled. "I didn't come all this way period, Emily. I'm not actually standing before you." She extended her free hand and tapped Emily's forehead. "I'm in here."

      Emily furrowed her brow. "You're in my head."

      "In a manner of speaking."

      "And in David's head, and Richard's head, and George's, Elexa's and Deanna's heads? You're in all of their heads too."

      "Yes. I'm in all of your heads. I'm built into your DNA. I'm built into the DNA of all living things. I come out when I'm needed."

      "Like a guardian angel."

      "Of sorts. There's a very good reason why I look like everyone who looks at me. I am you. I'm each and every one of you."

      Emily cocked an eyebrow. "We were created in your image."

      The Designer shot Emily a wink.

      “So let me get this straight; you’re―”

      "You," The Designer interjected. "I'm you. And it's time for me to go home. You don't need me out here anymore, because this plan is going to work. This plan is going to work because it isn't somebody else's. This plan is yours." She jabbed a finger toward Emily. “This plan is yours.”

      Emily nodded confidently, believing for the first time that she understood the plan and why it was going to work.

      "You can't leave, not yet. I have...so many questions."

      "Ask away."

      "I don't even know where to begin."

      "Ask the first question that pops into your mind. But ask quickly. Times-a-wasting."

      Emily smiled. "The loop, that was you, wasn't it?"

      The Designer shook her head. “No, Emily. And it seems that you’re still in a bit of denial about who you are and what you can do, or maybe you’ve forgotten already.”

      Emily hesitated, the words resting on her lips but not quite ready to come out.

      “Say it,” The Designer beckoned.

      “I did it.”

      The Designer nodded.  "Who else? But you already knew that, didn’t you?”

      Emily pondered the question for a moment. “Yeah, I think I did.”

      “You gave yourself the opportunity to cross paths with your past counterpart, to give yourself and your past counterpart a chance to whisper in each other's ears, so to speak. It was your plan, and it was a brilliant one.”

      Emily smiled bashfully. "So why did you drag us all the way to Kepler-438b if you can just pop out whenever you feel like it?"

      "You need the rock."

      Emily gestured in the direction she assumed the Community would be coming from. "They need the rock."

      "They want the rock. You need the rock...to use as leverage."

      "But the Community instructed me to seek you out."

      "The Community didn't instruct you to seek me out; I invited you."

      Emily shook her head in consternation. "That doesn't make any sense."

      "It makes perfect sense. As I've already explained to you, I'm built into the DNA of everything I've designed. That includes those in the Community. I just reached out to you through the Community." With a touch of irony, The Designer added, "My reach is quite extensive."

      "Apparently." She had an epiphany. "It was you, all those years ago in the hospital. You reached out to me, took the form of my father in a dream."

      The Designer smiled knowingly. "Guilty as charged."

      "Thank you."

      "You don't have anything to thank me for."

      "I do. I was broken. You fixed me."

      "No, Emily. I'm you, remember? You fixed yourself."

      Emily nodded her understanding. "Are you going back to Kepler-438b?"

      The Designer laughed. "Kepler-438b is a wasteland."

      Emily furrowed her brow. "A wasteland? But the cities, the tower, the catacombs."

      "Illusory. From my mind to the surface of a dead world."

      "The shadows? The luminous beings?"

      "Are extensions of myself, as I explained to you back on that dead world."

      "You dragged us to a wasteland."

      "You needed the rock. I needed to get you away from Earth, away from the Community. Humanity's brightest minds, including Richard and George, believed that the planet was capable of sustaining life. It was the ideal location to stage a ruse."

      She looked askance at The Designer and, with barely contained outrage, said, "A ruse."

      "A necessary ruse."

      Emily shook her head, reflecting on the wonders and mysteries she beheld during her short time on the planet. "But the catacombs, the sarcophagi."

      The Designer winked. "Nice touch, don't ya think?"

      Emily could only look away, a sigh of frustration escaping her lips.

      "I work in mysterious ways, as you English speaking humans are fond of saying. And when I say 'I work in mysterious ways,' what I really mean is that you work in mysterious ways. You humans are an incredibly mysterious and diverse species. I designed you, but I'm still trying to figure you out."

      Emily chuckled. "We're still trying to figure ourselves out."

      "Exactly."

      "So when David contacted the Community and spoke to Michael, he was actually speaking to―"

      "Michael...and myself." The Designer lifted a finger. "Remember..."

      "You're all of us."

      "Now you're catching on. Deanna was hurt. She needed help. She needed Encounter. And you all needed a lift off of that barren wasteland."

      "Is it really barren? I mean, the microorganisms in that rock―" She pointed at the meteor in The Designer's hand. "―are from Kepler-438b, aren't they?"

      "I use the term 'barren' figuratively. It is capable of sustaining life, and it will...someday. But you needn't worry about that. You have a long way to go, a lot of growing to do. You should focus on yourselves, find your best collective face and put it on before you go seeking out sentient life."

      "George and Deanna," Emily muttered.

      "Yes?"

      "They tried to kill each other. George nearly succeeded. You're responsible for that." She pointed an accusatory finger at The Designer. "You set them up."

      The Designer appeared taken aback. "I set them up? I set them up?" She shook her head. "You humans, you've been given free will, but your understanding of it and your implementation of it leave much to be desired. George stabbed Deanna. Deanna tried to stab George. I didn't make them do anything. They were exercising their free will. The conditions that led to that unfortunate incident were put into place. What they chose to do with those conditions was entirely up to them.

      "George and Deanna's situation is a microcosm of your entire species. You're given free will and sets of conditions. You can react to those conditions any way you like. You can choose to not pull the trigger. You can forego violence in the name of peace. But what do you choose to do time and time again? You create and stockpile weapons of mass slaughter. And you use them. You wage war. You annihilate one another."

      Emily frowned. "We have our good points."

      The Designer met Emily's frown with an encouraging smile. "Indeed, you do. You have love."

      Tears pooled in the corners of Emily's eyes, threatening to spill down her cheeks. "Love," she muttered. "I'm going to lose David. Couldn't you have set the loop to begin before David's attempted suicide?"

      The Designer hesitated, appearing to consider the question. "Sure. I could have done that. But where would that have gotten either one of you? Your shared experiences in the 22nd Century and beyond. You created an environment that allowed both of you to open doors that you had both kept closed in the 21st Century. When those doors were opened, you recognized your love for one another and allowed that love to develop."

      "But that love will be lost," Emily protested. "None of this will have happened."

      "The love you share will not be lost. Carry that love with you. Make sure that David does the same. Like I said, you humans are mysterious and diverse. You're also innovative and resourceful. You'll find a way."

      Emily perked up ever so slightly, encouraged enough by The Designer's message to find a modicum of hope in a seemingly hopeless situation.

      "It's time for me to go," The Designer said softly.

      "So you're just going to leave? Where will you go?"

      "Home. Back into you, into all of you. Into your subconscious where I belong. But I'll be there with you...always."

      "Okay, that's kinda creepy. How are you gonna do it? Are you just gonna...disappear? Poof, and you're gone?"

      The Designer shook her head. "You're just going to forget about me, Emily. Your friends have already forgotten about me. I will be gone...from your sight and from your mind. You'll forget that we ever met." The Designer pointed into the distance. "Look."

      Emily looked, and The Designer vanished...from her sight and from her mind.

      Her right hand suddenly felt heavy. Curious considering she had been carrying the rock all along. Maybe it was the weight of the moment that suddenly drew her attention to the weight of the rock in her hand. So much depended on that damn rock.

      The rock. The moment. It was time to get this show on the road.

      She ceased resisting the Great Community's pull. She let go and accepted its invitation.

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      Confusion. The memories should have been emblazoned in Richard's mind. After all, it was a pretty traumatic experience. But he suddenly found himself a little vague on the particulars of what had transpired over the past two weeks. Much of their round-trip expedition to Kepler-438b was a blur. It was like driving a vehicle to a familiar destination but not remembering the journey itself. But that was usually due to the fact that the journey was unremarkable. The journey to and from Kepler-438b was anything but unremarkable.

      He broke the silence that had lingered since Emily traversed into the wilderness. "I'm a little confused."

      His confession was met with raised eyebrows.

      "So am I," George said.

      Richard breathed a sigh of relief. "So it isn't just me."

      "No," Elexa said.

      "No," Deanna added.

      “No,” David added.

      Sebastian, his eyes cast into the distance, was dragged back to the moment by the weight of Richard's stare. He met Richard's eyes and shook his head before, once again, fixing his vacant gaze on the forest.

      In the absence of voluntary suggestions, Richard asked, "What the hell happened to us?"

      Elexa took a casual step toward Richard. "What do you remember?"

      Richard creased his brow. "It would probably be easier to start with what I don't remember."

      "Okay. Let's start with that."

      "Did we or did we not go to Eden?"

      His query was met with silence and furrowed brows.

      "Because I'm a little iffy on that point," Richard continued. "I remember going to Eden with all of you, but it doesn't seem...real."

      "No, that was real," George confirmed. "I flew us there."

      "Yes!" Richard jabbed a finger toward George. "You flew us there. But I have the vaguest memory of you locking yourself in the cockpit."

      George shook his head. "I don't remember that. Or...I vaguely remember that; I just don't know why I would do something like that."

      "I remember that," Elexa added. "But the memory is sort of...vague, clouded. Why the hell would we go to Eden?"

      Her question went unanswered.

      "I don't remember any of that," Deanna offered. "It must have happened when I was in the infirmary."

      "Yes, you were in the infirmary," Richard confirmed. "That memory is very clear for some reason. Is it clear to you?"

      Deanna shook her head. "I was in the virtual world most of the time. I don't remember much of the experience. Something weird happened; that much I remember."

      Richard turned to Sebastian, his eyes locked on the forest. Sebastian, do you want to weigh in on this?"

      Sebastian’s lengthy hesitation led Richard to believe that he hadn't heard the question. He opened his mouth to get Sebastian’s attention but was halted when Sebastian finally spoke up.

      “Something’s happened to us, but for the life of me, I have no idea what it is.” He furrowed his brow and grinned slightly. “For the life of me. Oh, the irony.” He frowned before continuing.  “I can tell you this much: A moment ago, Emily was as confused as we are now. I felt it. I felt her confusion. But it was meant to be...for all of us. We were meant to be confused. And we’ll move on...as we’re meant to. Emily is already beginning to move on. Her confusion is beginning to fade and is being replaced by...resolve. She is determined to see this through. She’s determined to complete the mission.”

      Richard shook his head. He was more confused than ever by Sebastian’s cryptic words.

      “Was it a good idea to let Emily go off into the forest to meet with the Great Community alone?” David suddenly chimed in. His question was met with silence. "I feel like that's something we wouldn't have done. We wouldn't have let her go off alone."

      Emily was alone. Richard knew it was true, but hearing David say it struck him and nearly knocked him off balance as if he had just been made aware of it. Dazed, he looked at the others, half-expecting to be reminded that one of them had escorted Emily into the forest.

      "You're right," Elexa chimed in. "We wouldn't allow any one of us to go off into a potentially dangerous situation like that. We would have gone with her. We would have insisted on going with her." She looked curiously at the others. "Anybody else feel as if we're awakening from a trance?"

      Richard felt it. He nodded slowly, then vigorously. "Yes, I do."

      "What the hell happened to us?" Elexa asked.

      "I don't know," David said. "But while we're standing here talking about it, Emily's out there...alone."

      David bolted for the treeline.

      Richard followed his lead. He heard the frantic footfalls of the others behind him, but something told him that Sebastian wouldn’t be joining them. He stopped and pivoted on his heels to find Sebastian standing stock still where they’d left him.

      “Sebastian,” he said as Elexa and Deanna ran past him.

      George halted next to Richard.

      “I’m not coming with you,” Sebastian said serenely. “Emily’s going to be okay. We’re all going to be okay.” He offered Richard an affectionate smile.

      Richard offered him a nod of understanding despite the fact that he didn’t understand.

      George gave him a soft nudge. “We have to go.”

      Richard turned with his husband and ran for the treeline.

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      A wave of light breached the horizon, cascading through the forest and engulfing the trees as it approached. She wasn't afraid. She had no reason to be. It wouldn't take her. It wasn't in its nature. The pull was just an invitation, albeit a very difficult invitation to decline. If the being of pure consciousness wanted her, it would have to wait for her decision. She would have to step into the light as she had done on Eden one thousand years earlier. She would have to agree to join the being of pure consciousness as she had in 1864. Free will. It was hers...until it wasn't. Until she was reintegrated into the Community's matrix.

      The Community's light halted its march a few meters from her position and waited. It expected her to stroll right in. Its expectation wasn't in doubt. It was a foregone conclusion. Nobody had ever declined the invitation. As committed as she was to the plan, she had her own doubts as to whether or not she was strong enough to resist the invitation.

      She held the rock aloft. "I have what you want." She could have communicated telepathically, but resisting the Community's pull was difficult enough already without willfully establishing a telepathic link.

      That wouldn't stop the being of pure consciousness from responding telepathically, as that was its only means of communication. Welcome home, the being of pure consciousness responded, Emily’s semi-phased corporeal brain interpreting the telepathic signals as words. Please, join us once again.

      There wasn't an ounce of malice in its words. The tone of the directly communicated invitation was devoid of hostility. On the contrary, the telepathic messages she received were soothing, euphoric and...tempting.

      Her right leg bent slightly, as if she were about to take a stride toward the Community. The move wasn't exactly involuntary. She wanted to walk toward the Community. It took every ounce of willpower to resist the intense desire to bask in the Community's warmth. But to give in to desire would be to condemn billions, corporeal and non-corporeal, to subjugation and servitude.

      "No," she called out. "Not quite yet. First...I need to talk somebody in the Community...privately."

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      David ran as fast as his legs would allow him, which was faster than he had ever run in his life. He had never been very athletic, but he didn't need to be; his adrenaline and the sheer will to get to Emily before the Community did propelled him forward.

      He knew the others were somewhere behind him. He just hoped they would be able to keep up. He’d heard their footsteps moments earlier, but either he had left them in the dust, or the pounding in his chest that had risen to fill his ears was blocking the sound. The latter was the most likely. He could barely hear his own footsteps. They were probably behind him, but he wasn't willing to look back. Time was of the essence, and turning his head would just slow him down.

      He knew exactly where he was going. He never doubted Emily's destination for a second. He just hoped he wasn't too late. As he neared his destination and caught sight of her distinctive figure with the Community of Light nowhere to be seen, he knew that he wasn't.

      But the sight of a second, familiar, figure shifting behind Emily brought his frantic pace to a crawl and a stop. He was only mildly aware of the footfalls of his crewmates coming to a halt behind him.

      "Emily," Richard panted. "We're not...too late."

      Struggling to catch his breath, George said, "Yes, but...who is that...with her?"

      David hesitated, struggling to catch his own breath while studying the second woman. He had known her very well when she was a teenager. But the woman standing with Emily appeared as she had when he and Emily had visited her many years later after she had aged considerably.

      The woman took notice of David and his entourage and smiled.

      David took a deep breath and said, "Her name is Danielle."

      Following Danielle's gaze, Emily looked over her shoulder before pivoting on her heels and marching determinedly toward her crewmates.

      "You can't be here!" she said desperately when she reached the group.

      "What is this?" David asked, looking past Emily at Danielle, standing patiently with her hands clasped in front of her. "What is she doing here?"

      Emily gestured back toward Danielle. "She is part of the plan, a plan that does not require your presence."

      "She's part of the Community, isn't she?" His eyes scanned the forest. "Is she here alone?"

      Emily sighed. "She came with the Community. They're giving us a little privacy to...sort things out. But they'll be back." She glanced nervously over her shoulder. "Soon."

      "How did you get here?" The question sounded absurd to his own ears.

      Emily furrowed her brow. "I walked."

      "I know. I mean, did you come alone?"

      "Who else would I have come with?" She shook her head and looked questioningly at the others before placing her hand on David's cheek. "Are you all right?"

      "I don't know. I can't believe I let you come out here alone." He lowered his head and cast his eyes to the ground between their feet. "I don't want to believe that I let you come out here alone," he confessed.

      Emily, her hand still on David's cheek, looked at the others. "What is he talking about?"

      "We think something may have happened to us," Richard offered. "Do you feel...different?"

      "Different, how?"

      "Like you're missing time," Richard replied. "Or missing memories. We're all having a little difficulty remembering some of what happened to us on this expedition."

      Emily looked at the ground, her eyes shifting from side to side, appearing to ponder Richard's words. She raised her head; her eyes widened; her mouth opened, as if instantly struck by some epiphany. She appeared to be about to reveal the epiphany before her features softened.

      She shook her head. "No...we don't have time for this."

      As if in response to her statement, the horizon was consumed by light. It spilled over the horizon and engulfed the forest as it, once again, made its approach.

      Emily looked over her shoulder at the approaching Community. "We'll never have time for this."

      "What the hell does that mean?!" David demanded.

      Emily took a step back. "It means I have to go."

      The Community's massive wall of light halted just short of Danielle's position. Danielle turned toward the Community.

      "Danielle, wait!" David shouted, desperate to stop whatever was taking place from going any further.

      Danielle half-turned and acknowledged David's plea with a warm smile and a wave before turning back toward the Community and stepping in.

      He took a step toward Emily. "Have to go where?" But it was more of a charge than a question. "You're going back to the Community, aren't you?"

      She looked at him with sympathetic eyes, but she didn't answer the question.

      Richard approached Emily with the countenance of a fatherly sage that David knew all too well. "Emily."

      "Papa."

      "So this is goodbye."

      David was astounded. What the hell was Richard talking about?

      Emily offered Richard a warm smile. "This isn't goodbye; this is farewell; this is until next time."

      Richard hesitated, as if struggling to choose his next words. His visage settled. He shoulders relaxed. He had apparently found the words he had been looking for. "Be careful."

      Emily was taken aback by the simplicity of Richard's message. She furrowed her brow, smiled and said, "That's it?"

      "You're a wise woman, much wiser than I am, and you know what to do. I'm not going to tell you what you already know."

      Emily offered him a warm smile. "Don't worry, papa; we got this."

      "I know. And in a way, it saddens me. If this works..." His voice trailed off.

      She stepped toward him, taking his hands. "I'm your daughter." Her voice was filled with a sense of urgency. "I will always be your daughter. I will find you. Somehow, I will find you."

      David was shocked and offended beyond any words he was prepared to express. She had apparently shared her intentions with Richard, but not with him. She had kept him out of the loop. Why?

      She hugged Richard, then made her way to George, Elexa and Deanna, embracing each one in turn. David was reminded of the farewell scene in The Wizard of Oz and supposed he was next. I'm going to miss you most of all, David.

      She turned to David and took his hands. This was goodbye. It was in her touch. It was in her eyes. But he wasn't willing to accept it, not yet. He wanted to pull his hands from hers, but he couldn't. He wanted to look away, but he couldn't. He wanted answers.

      "What is this?" he choked. He would make no attempt to mask his anguish.

      Her eyes were sad but sympathetic. Her tone was soft and apologetic. "I'm going to fix this."

      Bitter tears scorched his cheeks. "You're going to do something crazy."

      Emily shook her head emphatically. "No, this is crazy. I'm going to do the sanest thing I'm capable of doing."

      "This is crazy?" he protested. "You mean you and I?"

      "No, you misunderstand. You and I―" She glanced back at the others. "―all of us, we're the only sanity in an insane world. And as sane as we are, and as beautiful as all of this is, it doesn't justify the billions of lives enslaved by the Great Community. I have to free them. I have to stop the Great Migration before it begins."

      "The loop. You're gonna close the loop."

      She nodded remorsefully.

      He squeezed her hands. "This is never going to happen. We're never going to have...this."

      She chewed on her upper lip as her eyes glistened.

      "I love you," he pleaded. "We love each other. Don't we?"

      "Of course we do."

      "Are you willing to give this up?"

      She shook her head slowly. "This is the sanest and most difficult decision I've ever made. Under the circumstances, I don't have a choice. This isn't my choice to make."

      David knew she was right, but he was desperate. "Free will. That's what all of this has been about. An exercise in free will. You do have a choice."

      Tears spilled down her cheeks and reached her lips as she smiled. It was a smile that told him one thing: His argument was futile. "Literally? Yes. Figuratively? No. Of course I can choose to do nothing and walk away, but those lives, those billions of lives, they're in my hands. And to walk away from them, to walk away from that responsibility would be... Do I really have to say it?"

      "Horrible," he conceded.

      "Yes. The choice I've made I've made for those who don't have a choice. That's free will. That's the choice I have to make."

      She draped her arms over his shoulders. Her moist cheek was pressed against his equally moist cheek.

      "This isn't goodbye." Her lips brushed his ear as she spoke. "I told Richard I would find him, and I will find you too."

      David wanted to believe it. In the absence of all hope of ever seeing Emily again, he wanted so desperately to believe that she would find him in the past. If that were to happen, this moment would cease to exist. These tears wouldn't exist. This pain wouldn't exist.

      "I love you," he whispered.

      "I love you too. I will always love you. Carry it with you." She lifted her head from his shoulder and kissed him gently. "It doesn't end here. I will find you."

      She turned and walked toward the Community's light.

      She didn't look back, not once. He could have read that any number of ways, but the cynic in him read it as an inability to look back. She had just lied to him. She knew that they would never see each other again. Looking back at him would be a goodbye of sorts. And she couldn't bring herself to say goodbye. But nothing was stopping him from saying it.

      "Goodbye, Emily."

      The words escaped his mouth a moment before her form was enveloped by the light.
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      They weren't dreams; they were nightmares. And they terrified her, as nightmares tend to do. But these nightmares were different. They terrified her when she was awake. They terrified her because she kept having them. And they terrified her because they were so real. They were too repetitive and too real to be dismissed.

      No, Danielle did not believe in precognition. Well, until recently she had been sure that she didn't believe in precognition. Like her former best friend Emily, she was a pragmatist, always looking for the simplest and most practical explanations to mysteries large and small. But these nightmares were putting her pragmatism to the test. Not enough to embrace the notion of psychic dreams, but enough to briefly entertain the possibility.

      But as strange as the dreams were, they didn't feel like psychic dreams as much as they felt like a beacon. The repetition of the same horrifically realistic dream was like some kind of nocturnal phone call. It was as if someone were calling her, letting the phone ring and ring until she finally relented and answered the phone.

      This analogy came to her as she cradled her iPhone, staring at her contacts, her thumb twitching on the phone's protective case, wanting so desperately to tap the name that she hadn't tapped in quite some time.

      She hadn't deleted Emily from her contacts. They hadn't seen each other in over a year, since Emily lost her mother to cancer and Danielle had attended the funeral to pay her respects. Their friendship had all but ended the previous year, but she couldn't bring herself to put that final nail in the coffin that was their friendship. Sure, it was just a number, but it was symbolic.

      Calling her before she and Michael had told her that they had been dating behind her back would have been easy, routine. Now, it felt like a huge gamble that had the potential to open wounds that had just barely begun to heal. If she were to break this ridiculous stalemate to find out, to her relief, that Emily was okay, she would be thankful, yet mortified. She would feel that chill through the phone and be instantly reminded of the pain she had caused Emily. Worse, Emily would be reminded of the pain that Danielle had caused her.

      Since the funeral, she had made up her mind that the best course of action was to stay away, to give Emily the space she needed to heal. But she just couldn't shake that feeling. She couldn't shake the nightmares.

      Suicide. Looking into Emily's eyes as she plummeted from her fourth-story dorm room window. The sickening sound of her body hitting the pavement. The sickening sight of Emily lying face down in a spreading pool of her own blood.

      "Why?" she had cried as she knelt in the blood by her side.

      The sights. The sounds. The anguish. It was all so vivid. All so real.

      She had gone there to console her. For what? Her father's passing. But in the real world, her father was still alive.

      She shook her head. She was being silly. Emily's father was still alive. There would be no reason to go to Stony Brook. No reason to console Emily.

      But her thumb still twitched near the edge of the screen. And she still couldn't shake that feeling.

      She took a deep breath and closed her contacts list. She tossed the phone onto her bed and stood. That feeling she couldn't shake stayed right where it was. It didn't budge an inch. On the contrary, she felt as if she were just waiting for something...like the other shoe to drop. Soon. As if that other shoe were coming up the stairs, approaching her bedroom door.

      Tap-Tap.

      She wasn't startled by the knock; she knew it was coming. But terror seized her. She knew what it meant.

      Danielle didn't respond to the knock, but the door swung open. It was an emergency. Her mother leaned in, distress painting her features.

      "Emily's father...he's..."

      "Dead," she gasped.

      Her mother nodded. Her lips quivered. "How...?"

      She threw the door all the way open, pushed past her mother and bolted down the stairs.

      How did she know? Good question.

      "Where are you going?!" her mother called to her.

      "I have to get to Emily!" she called back, opening the front door with one hand and digging for her car keys in the front pocket of her jeans with the other.

      Her mother wouldn't understand why she was racing like a bat out of hell to get to Emily. She wouldn't have time to explain the nightmares to her. But if her mother knew what she knew, she would understand that she wasn't going to Stony Brook to console Emily; this was a rescue mission.

      Not only did she have precious little time to make it to the university before Emily threw herself from the window; she had no time if her nightmares were any indication. She had to find a way to shave some of that time, to turn no time into precious little time.

      She could make the call she had been so afraid to make moments earlier. Maybe she could stall her, make her hesitate for a moment or two, buy her that moment or two she needed to turn no time into precious little time.

      She reached for her pocket as she took her neighborhood side streets like a NASCAR champion only to be reminded that she had left her phone on her bed.

      Her heart sank, but only for a moment. She was determined. Something about those nightmares was reinforcing her determination. She would have to drive faster than she had ever driven before, drive on the shoulder of the road past any backed up traffic if she had to, and hope to God that she didn't get pulled over. But that wouldn't happen. She wouldn't allow that to happen. She would lead a high-speed chase to the front of Emily's building if that's what it took, but she would turn no time into the precious little time she needed.
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      Wave after wave of something akin to precognition hit Emily like a steady beat. It started in the morning and grew, each beat more intense than the one before. Until she just couldn't take it anymore. Until she felt as if she were going mad. These beats weren't specific. At least they didn't start out that way. It was closer to having a general sense of what was going to happen a moment before it happened. A moment before someone spoke to her, she had a general sense of what that person was going to say. A moment before someone turned a corner, she had a general sense that someone was coming. It was like watching a movie she had only seen once before years earlier. She couldn't remember the specifics, but she knew something was going to happen.

      But as her day went on, as she moved from class to class, that general sense became a bit more specific. She was able to identify words and parts of sentences a moment before they were spoken. On more than one occasion, she was able to identify a specific individual a moment before that person entered her field of vision without having any foreknowledge of that person's presence.

      Hand in hand with these bizarre moments of precognition came a growing feeling of dread. Something bad was about to happen. She knew it. She could feel it. But she couldn't identify it. Not yet. But the dread she was experiencing was exacerbated by the fact that she was having dinner with her father later in the evening. She didn't have these moments of precognition until a moment before whatever it was she was predicting took place, but she couldn't shake the feeling that her rising sense of dread was somehow connected to her father.

      As terrifying as that was, she had the vaguest sense that there was something else, something she couldn't even come close to putting a finger on. But she felt that, whatever it was, it was much bigger than her, something Earth-shattering, and that it all depended on a choice, or her ability to resist something.

      She shook her head as she made her way back to her fourth-story dorm room. She was paranoid. She had a history of mental illness. That's what the doctors had told her. She had sliced her own face open with a kitchen knife for crying out loud!

      She reached up and touched the scar. She had often touched the scar to remind herself that she was a survivor. But now she touched it to remind herself of what she had survived. She had survived mental illness. But she hadn't been cured of it. Normally, she didn't want to be reminded of it. Now, she looked to it as a source of comfort.

      She looked to it as a source of comfort, but she didn't find it. She was as frightened as ever as she stormed into her dorm room, slammed the door shut behind her and did what she always did when she was frightened: She reached for her phone to call her father.

      She pulled up her contacts list, placed her thumb over "Dad" and hesitated. No, she couldn't do it. If she told him the truth, he would worry. If she lied to him, he would know she was lying to him, and he would worry even more.

      She closed her contacts list, placed the phone on her nightstand and continued pacing. As difficult as the next couple of hours were going to be, she would ride them out. And she would be relieved at the end of the night. Her hope that her paranoia was getting the better of her would be rewarded. For the first time in her life, she would take comfort in the fact that she was mentally ill.

      As painful as it was to ride those two hours out, she pulled it off. But she wasn't rewarded. She stood outside of her dorm building waiting for her father, knowing without knowing how she knew that her father wouldn't arrive at four pm. When four pm came and went, she did what she knew she would do, what she somehow remembered doing: She called him. She knew he wouldn't answer, but she was just going through the motions.

      She went back up to her room and paced and called, called and paced. And waited...for the phone call that would inevitably come to tell her that something terrible and unimaginable―yet, somehow predictable―had happened.

      The call came sometime after six. Danielle-Home. A moment before she answered, she knew she wouldn't hear Danielle's voice. It would be Danielle's mother. She heard her voice. She heard the words. Her father was dead. Heart attack.

      Cue the phone hitting the carpet. Cue the scream. But the scream was different this time, and she didn't even know what this time meant. She only knew that the scream felt different. She was screaming for her father...and something beyond. She was screaming for billions.

      And she saw that window. How it beckoned to her, asked her to jump. And she wanted to, so desperately wanted to, but she had to resist...for as long as she possibly could. She couldn't hold out forever, but she didn't have to. She just needed to buy some time. She needed to turn no time into precious little time.

      What the hell did that mean? She could have sworn she heard that phrase before...or had used that phrase before.

      No time into precious little time.

      She stepped toward the window and stopped, resisted. Took another step toward the window and stopped, resisted.

      No time into precious little time.

      With each step, she resisted. And with each step, she found a sliver of that precious little time.

      But her precious little time was drawing to a close as she reached the window, pushed it open, stepped up onto the ledge and looked down, expecting to see somebody, somebody she knew. Danielle. But she wasn't there. It wasn't precognition after all. For the first time all day, she had made a prediction that didn't come true. And the scream she’d screamed beyond the news of her father's passing had been for nobody. It had been for paranoia. It had been a product of her mental illness.

      She breathed a sigh of relief and stepped into oblivion, but she didn't get very far. She was yanked back by her shirt and thrown to the carpeted floor.

      She didn't see that one coming.

      She was surprised. For the first time all day, she was genuinely surprised by something.

      Her wrists pinned to the floor, she looked up into the face she had expected to look down upon moments earlier.

      Danielle was panting as she said, "What the hell are you doing?!"

      Emily smiled and gazed into her savior's eyes. "It worked."
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      It worked.

      The words had meant something to her, but moments after leaving her mouth, their meaning escaped her, like the memory of a dream that had drifted away.

      Whatever it was that had worked, she had the sense that it had only worked for the time being. She was still drawn to that damn window, or some otherworldly force was pulling her toward it. She looked past Danielle's curly, auburn locks at the open window, desperation forcing her to struggle against Danielle's vice-like grips on her wrists.

      "Call 9-1-1!" Danielle bellowed.

      Emily turned her head, following Danielle's gaze to the open door. A group of students, some of whom she recognized, were gathered at the door. A few of them were holding smartphones, acquiescing to Danielle's demand simultaneously.

      Emily met Danielle's gaze and found a mix of sympathy and determination.

      "I'm sorry for your loss," Danielle said, "but I love you. You may hate me, but I love you. And I'm not gonna let you die."

      Stunned into submission, Emily breathed, "I don't hate you."

      Each held the others gaze for an impossibly long moment, finding something akin to understanding, before Danielle looked toward the door. "I need a few of you to stand near the window."

      Emily shook her head against the carpet. "That won't be necessary."

      "I'm not taking any chances."

      Emily had stopped struggling, but she still felt the pull. "That's probably a good idea," she conceded.

      Three students stood guard in front of the window. One of the students pushed the windows closed, locked them and drew the curtains.

      Danielle's grip on each wrist loosened ever so slightly. "Can I let you go?"

      Emily nodded.

      They sat facing each other on the carpet, glancing awkwardly at one another from time to time, but not a single word escaped either of their lips.

      Emily spent the dwindling minutes it took for police and paramedics to arrive attempting to make some kind of sense out of what had taken place over the course of the day.

      Her father was dead, and as tragic and heartbreaking as that was, it felt like a sad song she had heard before. Somehow, it wasn't new.

      What was new was the absence of that sense of knowing without knowing how she knew. She didn't know what it meant, but she felt rebooted, reset. She felt as if the needle had been stuck in the groove of one of her favorite records and Danielle had just banged on the turntable to break that needle free. The record was spinning; the song was playing, and Emily felt good about it...whatever the hell it meant.

      The police arrived first and very gently and very compassionately placed her in handcuffs. The paramedics arrived moments later and strapped her to a gurney. Danielle stayed close to her, walking next to the gurney as it was wheeled to the ambulance. To Emily's surprise and great comfort, Danielle climbed into the back of the ambulance.

      Danielle smiled down at her. "We're in this together."

      Emily returned the smile, closed her eyes and whispered, "Thank you."

      Danielle whispered, "You're welcome." After a moment's pause, another whispered sentiment filled the darkness behind Emily's eyelids: "I love you."

      Her smile widened. "I love you too," she whispered.
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      She finally understood what she'd meant when she'd told Danielle that it had worked. The Great Community was gone. It had ceased to exist. Subservience, the absence of free will, was its sole purpose, its reason for being. When Emily had resisted its pull just long enough to allow Danielle to pull her back from the window, she'd exercised her free will in direct defiance of the Great Community. And like that bucket of water and the Wicked Witch of the West, the free will of a member of the Great Community and the Great Community itself just didn't go together.

      Bucket of water, meet the Witch.

      The Great Community had been given its dose of water and had melted away into the ether.

      What a world. What a world.

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      He was a therapist. Any therapist assigned to an inpatient at Stony Brook's psychiatric hospital would be expected to evince a pleasant demeanor. Any therapist assigned to a head-scratcher like Emily Díaz would be wise to take a step above pleasant and actually be willing to listen if said therapist actually expected her to open up. Emily was pleasantly surprised to find that Dr. Sloane was just such a therapist. She found him at once to be both pleasant and willing to listen. And not willing to listen in a patronizing sort of way. This doctor actually appeared willing to listen to, to hear and to consider the possibility that what Emily was getting ready to tell him wasn't the product of a delusional mind. At least, that was the impression he gave her.

      No, that trust didn't come right away. It took more than a month of chipping away at the iceberg that was Emily Díaz's skepticism.

      "It's important to remember that these are just dreams."

      And with that one sentence, the tower of trust that the good doctor had spent the past month building up came crumbling down.

      "They were just dreams; now, they're memories."

      They had started out as "just dreams," albeit dreams that had left her puzzled. They had been vivid and had felt as real to her as events in her waking world, but they had been fragmentary, bits and pieces here and there. Each dream had been a tiny piece of a large puzzle, and as days had turned into weeks, she’d been able to put enough pieces of the puzzle together to form part of the picture. That had been when the dreams had ceased to be "just dreams" and had become memories.

      Dr. Sloane put up a hand. "Okay, let's go with that for a moment."

      She looked askance at him. "Let's go with that for a moment?" she said cynically. "I would appreciate it if you didn't patronize me."

      Dr. Sloane nodded. "I apologize if my approach comes across as patronizing. That's certainly not my intent. But this relationship―" He gestured to and fro with the backs of his hands. "―is a two-way street. And it is a relationship built on trust." There was that word again. "If we're going to get anywhere, if we're going to make any progress in this relationship, we each have to give a little ground, and we have to trust each other. Do you trust me?"

      "Yes," she lied.

      "Good. Because when I say 'Let's go with that,' I'm giving a little ground; I'm opening the discussion. And hopefully, at some point, when you feel the time is right, you'll consider giving a little ground."

      She could see where this discussion was going, but she went with it anyway. "Okay," she conceded.

      "Good. So let's talk about these memories. You say these events occurred in the future."

      She knew it sounded crazy, but she wasn't one to lie. "Yes."

      She broke eye contact and let her eyes wander about the therapy room. Light colors. Beautiful paintings. Potted plants. The decor was intended to soothe and help create an environment that would inspire trust.

      Intentional or happy coincidence, Dr. Sloane's appearance appeared to mirror their surroundings. Beige slacks. Light-colored Mister Rogers-type sweater, complete with elbow patches, over a mildly darker button-down shirt. His attire complimented his warm and inviting visage. His dark beard-framed smile rarely faltered, and it always seemed warm and genuine, reaching up to meet his light blue eyes. The entire presentation was topped off by a head of lustrous, curly locks. He was the stereotype of a traditional psychotherapist. All that was missing was the pipe.

      She could see where Dr. Sloane was driving the conversation, and she wasn't willing to go along for the ride. "Why don't we just cut to the chase, okay? I'm crazy. You think I'm crazy. You think these memories are the product of a delusional mind. And you know what? I don't blame you. If I were in your position, I would think I'm crazy too. Hell, maybe I am crazy."

      The doctor smiled. "We don't use that word around here."

      "Well, let's just call it what it is. No need to beat around the bush."

      "Well, I'm not going to use that word, but you're free to use any word you like. You did, however, raise a very interesting point, one that we have to seriously consider."

      "The elephant in the room," Emily muttered.

      "Right, the elephant in the room. Are these memories delusions?"

      Since the dreams had become memories, since she’d begun to put the pieces of the puzzle into place, Emily hadn't considered the possibility...or she didn't want to consider the possibility.

      "You've made up your mind," Emily stated defensively.

      "I haven't made up my mind about anything."

      Emily laughed sardonically. "Please."

      Dr. Sloane raised his hands, palms out. "If you could, for just a moment, put yourself in my position. You have a history of mental illness. You cut your own face with a kitchen knife when you were―" He glanced at the notes in his lap. "―thirteen."

      She reflexively reached up and touched the scar. As he did, a wellspring of emotion suddenly and unexpectedly rose to the surface.

      "Do you remember why you did that?"

      She nodded, but didn't speak, fearing that her voice would betray her emotions.

      "You told the doctors at the time that you didn't belong in your body, that you were somebody else. In your futuristic world, you became a being of pure consciousness without a body. Coincidence?" He paused a moment before adding, "That feeling you had, it all went away when you had a dream about your father. Do you remember?" She did, but it was a rhetorical question. "Your father was your anchor in this world." He glanced down at his notes. "That’s what you said, isn't it?"

      She nodded slowly. "Yep."

      Fast forward six years after your last stay in this hospital. Tragically and without any warning, you lose your father. You lose your anchor."

      She made no attempt to suppress the tears.

      "I'm sorry," Dr. Sloane said softly. He gave her a moment before continuing. "But you weren't willing to give him up. You needed that anchor, and you found it, didn't you? You found it in this...other world, this futuristic world. You found your father again in this fantasy world."

      The "fantasy world" comment stung, but she ignored it.

      She wiped away a tear. "And lost him again."

      "When reality broke into your fantasy. Don't you see what's happening? When you first arrived in this futuristic world, you met somebody named―" He referred to his notes. "―Richard. Richard became a father figure to you. You referred to him as 'papa.' He became your new anchor, until you realized that anchor wasn't the right anchor. That anchor wasn't strong enough to keep you grounded, so you reverted back to your original anchor. You brought your father back."

      She wiped a tear away. "Richard..." She paused, picking at an imaginary ball of lint on her pants leg.

      "What about him?"

      "He wasn't just a father figure to me. Elexa and Deanna called him 'papa' too."

      He tapped his notes thoughtfully. "And that brings us to the others in this futuristic world. Elexa and Deanna called him 'papa.' Why do you think that is?"

      Emily shrugged. "Like I said, he was a father figure to them too."

      Dr. Sloane hesitated a moment, as if he were about to reveal some kind of bombshell. "Might I suggest the possibility that they both called him 'papa' because they're you?"

      Emily was shocked into momentary silence. She gaped at the doctor as she attempted to formulate something approaching a coherent response to a theory as outlandish as the one she had just heard escape his mouth. It felt more like an allegation than a suggestion.

      In the absence of a cogent rebuttal, she said, "You're kidding, right?"

      "I'm not kidding, and I'm not stating a fact. I'm merely suggesting the possibility."

      "What do you mean, they're me?"

      "I mean that it's possible, perhaps even likely that―" Once again, he referred to his notes. "―Elexa and Deanna each represent a different aspect of your personality."

      Emily smiled incredulously and threw her hands up. "Oh, brother."

      "Hear me out. You have Elexa, the responsible leader, and Deanna, the wisecracking sidekick."

      "She's no sidekick." That sounded so familiar. Where had she heard that before?

      "Richard was the interim father figure, as we've already discussed. You often referred to George as 'Uncle George.' I would suggest that he represents another surrogate father figure."

      "You're just reaching now."

      Ignoring the comment, Dr. Sloane said, "That brings us to David."

      "Right, David. What does David represent?"

      "Well...love, of course."

      She nodded remorsefully. "I did, I do love him. But I'm sure there's more to the story, so make your case."

      He glanced at his notes. "You were in a relationship with a young man named Michael."

      "Mm-hm."

      "The relationship ended when Michael began dating your best friend."

      "Yes, and thank you for opening that old wound."

      "You were so devastated by that perceived betrayal that you turned to someone, found fulfillment in someone, who you could relate to, someone who had also been betrayed by Danielle and Michael. Coincidence?"

      "He hadn't been betrayed. They began dating after he died." Her own words were an emotional slap across the face. Did she really just say that David had died? Was that a mistake or an admission?

      The doctor referred to his notes, as if he doubted Emily's facts. "Oops. You're right. I'm sorry. My mistake. Of course, it's just a working theory, and not a perfect one at that. One thing I'm not mistaken about, however, is that David took his own life." He paused, as if for effect, before adding, "And you attempted to take your own life."

      Emily didn't respond, couldn't respond. The doctor had struck yet another nerve in a long succession of nerves he had struck over the course of their discussion.

      "You were betrayed by Michael and Danielle, but that wasn't enough to push you over the edge. You lost your mother, but that wasn't enough to push you over the edge. But when you lost your father, your emotional anchor? That was enough to push you over the edge. You tried to take your own life as David had. Thankfully, you didn’t succeed. But in the wake of so much heartbreak, your mind sought refuge from the pain. You found refuge in this futuristic fantasy world in which everything you could want was waiting for you. The father you lost was waiting for you. The romantic love you lost was waiting for in the form of someone who you could empathize with, who had been close to Michael and Danielle as you had been, who had taken his own life as you had attempted to do. You found Elexa and Deanna, different parts of your personality, different parts of you."

      She was on the ropes, unsure of how many more blows she could take before throwing herself to the canvas in defeat. She didn't know why she was fighting. The more she argued, the more absurd it all sounded to her own ears.

      “Does the term 'god complex' mean anything to you?” Dr. Sloane asked.

      "Of course. It refers to people with inflated egos, narcissists. I'm not a narcissist, and I certainly don't believe I'm some sort of god."

      Dr. Sloane raised his eyebrows. "Really? You're a being of pure consciousness with remarkable supernatural abilities that can transcend space and time."

      She folded her arms across her chest and looked away.

      "Can I ask you a question?" Dr. Sloane's voice was noticeably softer, tentative, as if he were about to broach a sensitive topic. Emily couldn't imagine a topic more sensitive than her sanity.

      Without looking at him, she nodded.

      "I'm appealing to the pragmatist in you."

      "Go ahead," she muttered.

      "Does any of this sound realistic to you?"

      Emily considered the question but didn't respond. She couldn't bring herself to concede the doctor's point, and she couldn't bring herself to lie. But the fact of the matter was she couldn't lie to herself anymore. She had already conceded to herself that the doctor's rationale made perfect sense.

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      "I'm crazy," she told Grace, seated across from her in the hospital's visiting area. Like the counseling room, the visiting area was warm, soothing. The light colors, potted plants and comfortable furniture invited one to come on in and have nice little chat. It was basically an overgrown living room, spacious enough to accommodate several inpatients and their visitors.

      "Stop that," Grace softly admonished her. "You've been through a lot, but you're getting better. You'll be out of here in no time."

      "I wish that were true."

      "I spoke to Dr. Sloane. He says you've come a long way."

      Emily shrugged. "I've finally come to terms with the fact that I'm crazy."

      Grace shook her head. "Crazy people don't know that they're crazy. At least, that's what I've heard. You've come a long way in finally recognizing what's real and what isn't. That's a huge step in the right direction."

      "I guess."

      "Mars, huh?"

      Emily rolled her eyes. "Yep." Mortified, she leaned forward and buried her head in her hands. "I'm crazy. I can't imagine what you must think of me."

      "Stop. I was just playing with you." Grace stood and closed the distance between them. She leaned over Emily, took her head in her hands and planted a kiss on top of her head. "I think you're a human being."

      "A crazy human being."

      Grace pulled her in tight. "We're all a little crazy."

      "Some of us a little more than others."

      Grace could only chuckle.

      “Thank you,” Emily said.

      "For what?"

      "For being here for me."

      "You're kidding."

      Emily shook her head against Grace's shoulder. "I'm not."

      Grace pulled back. "You're my little sister. More importantly, I love you. There's no reason to thank me."

      "I know. I just...I felt the need to say it." She paused before adding, "I have a lot to be thankful for."

      Grace placed an affectionate hand on Emily's cheek. "The worst is over. It can only get better from here."

      Emily smiled a genuine smile for the first time in recent memory. Grace's words of encouragement had done the trick. Content that the worst was indeed over, that life would only get better, she lay her head on her sister's shoulder and looked to the future with a renewed sense of optimism.
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      The sun shone brightly on this November afternoon and brought with it unseasonable warmth. It felt like the first day of spring, both literally and figuratively. Today was the first day of her yet to be written book. It was birth, renewal.

      Thank goodness for global warming, she mused.

      She was breaking free from the cocoon that was the Stony Brook psychiatric hospital, gliding across the parking lot like a butterfly, Grace holding her hand to keep her from floating away.

      The past year spent in that cocoon had served its purpose. She had the doctors and herself to thank for reaching the end of that long road to recovery. She had accepted the truth. She was not, and never had been, a being of pure consciousness. There was no Richard, George, Elexa or Deanna. And David was dead. She had never been in love with him. She had been in love with a fantasy.

      The future? It didn't exist, not yet. It was an unwritten book, countless pages laid out before her, and she was going to take life one page at a time.

      The drive back to the house she had grown up in, the house she and Grace had inherited after their father's passing, was tense. It was a house that had become synonymous with its former occupants. The house had felt a little emptier, a little less like home, after her mother had passed. Now, with her father gone, she didn't know if there would be anything left of home in the house she had grown up in.

      She walked through the front door for the first time in over a year, took a look around and felt that momentary pang of emptiness. Then she looked at Grace, and that momentary pang of emptiness was instantly replaced by the same sense of home she had known as a teenager.

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      A year and a half away from college did little to sway her from her career aspirations. She picked up right where she had left off, registering for a full-time schedule of classes at Stony Brook University and tackling her studies with renewed vigor. Once again, she was on her way to becoming a doctor and crossing those borders to help people in underdeveloped countries. She was going to do her part to make the world a better place, one patient at a time.

      Her delusions paid her a visit every now and then, but the visits were usually brief, tapping her on the shoulder every once in awhile to remind her that she wasn't out of the woods yet. These visits came in the form of dreams of that other futuristic world and its inhabitants. The dreams were vivid enough to stay with her much of the day, causing her to, once again, question whether or not her experiences in that other futuristic world had been genuine. The dreams and their aftermath would leave her feeling nostalgic, longing for the company of the people who hadn't, and never would, exist. Even the David she had fallen in love with had never existed. That David had been a fantasy who happened to look like and share a name with the David who had taken his life years earlier.

      More often than not, she was able to escape these feelings of nostalgia and put the delusions behind her, but on occasion, her longing to be absolutely certain would get the better of her. If these people had existed, or would exist, they would have a family history on record. She knew their names: Richard Dentmeyer, George Tanaka, Elexa Thomas and Deanna Kara. Delusional or not, she would never forget those names. The internet put all of the research tools she would ever need right at her fingertips. And she was tempted. Oh, so tempted. The temptation ebbed and flowed like the tide. And as each temptation grew stronger, bringing her fingertips closer to the keyboard, she acknowledged that she was starting down a very dangerous path. She had come so far in a relatively short period of time. She didn't want to relapse. She didn't want to undo all of the work that she had put in with Dr. Sloane.

      But when the temptation became stronger than she could bear, she rationalized. Whether or not these people would someday exist, it wouldn't change anything. It wouldn't change the future. The loop was closed. The future was unwritten.

      If she were to discover that these people had a lineage and would one day be born, she would know the truth beyond a reasonable doubt, and she would be able to move on with her life.

      If she were to discover that these people did not have a lineage, would never exist, were indeed the product of a formerly delusional mind, she would know the truth beyond a reasonable doubt, and she would be able to move on with her life.

      Either way, she was good.

      It was with this rationalization fresh in her mind that she sat in front of her laptop at her desk in the same bedroom she had grown up in, opened the Google search engine and placed her fingers on the keyboard.

      And she hesitated, ran her fingers across the keys and considered the possible ramifications of what she was about to do.

      The truth hit her like a good, hard smack across the face. Her rationalization was as delusional as the fantasy world she had concocted. In fact, they were part and parcel of the same delusion. These people would never exist, and if she were to go looking for them, she would be feeding into the fantasy. If she failed to find evidence of their lineage, evidence that surely didn't exist, she would not be content to let it go. She would eventually convince herself that there could have been any number of reasons for failing to find the evidence she sought. And she would be on that dark path of delusion once again.

      She was done. No more fantasies. No more delusions.

      She closed the Google home page, shut down the laptop, closed it and unplugged it. She half-considered tossing the expensive laptop in the trash before laughing and silently admonishing herself for being melodramatic. She needed the laptop for school, after all.

      Dodged another bullet. Throwing away the laptop would have been every bit as crazy as searching for people who never had, and never would, exist.

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      Déjà vu. Or maybe it was a flashback. She had experienced this moment before. Danielle and Michael were standing at the front door. They were frequent visitors, and they usually arrived with warm smiles. But not this time. There was something about the way they looked at her as she opened the door, something that sent her mind on an uncomfortable journey back in time. It was the same look they’d given her when they’d shown up at her door to give her the news that would tear her heart out of her chest and devastate her soul. But that cat was long out of the bag. She couldn't begin to imagine what they had in store for her now.

      The three of them sat on the living room couch. When the thirty seconds of silence became too much to bear, Emily said, "Out with it."

      Danielle and Michael looked at one another, as if deciding which of them would have the pleasure of dropping the bombshell.

      "We, uh, have some kind of strange news," Danielle began.

      Emily shrugged. "Obviously. Strange as in good, or strange as in bad?"

      "Strange as in strange," Michael replied. "I guess it's good."

      Danielle glanced at him. “Of course it's good. It's wonderful!”

      As if on cue, Michael perked up a bit. "It is wonderful. It's just―"

      "―strange," he and Danielle said simultaneously.

      "Strange and wonderful. I'll take it. Out with it."

      Michael gestured to Danielle. "You wanna tell her?"

      She nodded. "Sure," she responded rather reluctantly. She took a deep breath and said, "There's no segue for this kind of news, no easy way to say it, so I'm just gonna say it. David's alive."

      It took Emily a couple of silent moments to process the two words that had just been delivered to her ears. The moment she processed those two words, she stood from the couch and began pacing.

      "Don't you think you should sit?" Danielle urged after a few seconds of silent pacing.

      Emily ignored the request.

      Several moments of processing the news brought her to one inevitable, undeniable conclusion: Everything she had come to believe about her mental state had been false. She had not been delusional. She was not mentally ill, never had been. She felt vindicated.

      But now was not the time to gloat. Now was the time to decide what to do with this news.

      David was alive! She had been in love with him! Richard, George, Elexa and Deanna were real...or would be.

      It may have taken her a couple of moments to process the news, but it was taking a bit longer to process her emotions. She wasn't even sure what she was supposed to feel.

      She stopped pacing and looked at her friends. "How am I supposed to take this?"

      "Don't you want to know how?" Danielle asked.

      "He's in a cryotube," Emily said, as if the answer were obvious.

      "Yes," Danielle acknowledged softly.

      "Do you know what this means?"

      Danielle smiled knowingly. "You were right. You were right all along."

      Emily reached up and touched her scar, reminded of the trauma that had driven her to cut her own face. She had found it difficult to come to terms with the face that looked back at her from the mirror because it wasn't her natural state. Before taking the corporeal form of Emily Díaz, she had been "that little spark of light," a being of pure consciousness.

      "How did you find out?" she asked.

      Michael said, "His parents told me."

      "And he told me," Danielle added.

      "I'm assuming you weren't supposed to tell anybody," Emily said to Michael.

      "No, but how can they possibly expect me to keep something like that a secret?"

      "They can't," Danielle said. "Something tells me they don't care whether or not it gets out. Maybe they were just sick of living with the burden. They had to share it with somebody. Why not his best friend?"

      Emily took a seat on the couch, resting her chin on the palms of her hands.

      "I have to say, you're taking this remarkably well," Danielle observed.

      "For the moment. How did you react?"

      "I freaked out, of course," Michael said.

      "Ditto." Danielle chuckled ironically. "I'm still freaking out. Honestly, I think I'm in a state of shock."

      "Yeah, I'll probably freak out later," Emily muttered. Then she thought about that moment in front of her laptop, her fingers on the keys, rationalizing. She stood with gusto and said, "But does any of this really matter?"

      Danielle furrowed her brow. "Are you kidding?"

      "No, I'm not. Does any of this really change anything? I mean, we know the truth now, but does any of this change our lives going forward. Yes, David is alive, and that's wonderful. But he's going to be in that cryotube for a very long time. He has about a hundred and twenty years of healing to do. We have the next however many years we have left on this planet of living to do. We have to live our lives."

      "But you know who you are now," Danielle said. "You know the truth."

      "The truth is that I'm Emily Díaz. That's who I am now. I'm not who I was before I took this form. I'm not a being of pure consciousness, not anymore."

      "The future?" Michael offered.

      “The future isn't written. It was erased when Danielle saved me. What I experienced, what we all experienced in the future is not going to be what we experience going forward.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Danielle asked. "You told us that we were assimilated into this...Community of yours. That we were trapped for over a thousand years. That sounds pretty grim. If there’s even the slightest chance of that happening―”

      “There is no Community,” Emily insisted. “There was, but not anymore. The Great Community’s existence was dependent on subservience, obedience. That act, that single act of free will, resisting the pull toward the dorm room window, giving you enough time to save me, that was unprecedented. No member of the Community had ever defied the Community. The Great Community is no more.”

      “So, it’s over,” Danielle said.

      Emily had an epiphany. “No, not quite.”

      Danielle shrugged. “What else is there?”

      “A commitment. I told them I would find them.”

      “You told them you would find them?” Danielle said. “David’s in a cryotube, and the others haven’t been born yet. And like you said, the future hasn’t been written. Your act of defiance altered the timeline. I’m sure you’ve heard of the butterfly effect. For all you know, the others will never be born.”

      Emily was stung by the very real possibility of Danielle’s suggestion. “All right. Let's start with what we know. David's alive and in a cryotube. That confirms at least part of what I experienced.” She looked at Michael. "Where is he?" She knew the answer, but she wanted it confirmed.

      "Los Alamos National Laboratory in New Mexico."

      "You said you were close to some people when you were there," Danielle said. "They haven't been born yet, but if they are going to be born..."

      "They'll have family histories." Emily smiled. "Great minds think alike."

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      The flaw in their plan was turning up countless hits for each surname they searched for without any conceivable way to narrow the hits down. Despite spending nearly a year with Richard, George, Elexa and Deanna, she knew next to nothing about their backgrounds. The surname "Thomas" turned up an impossible number of hits, far more than the other three surnames, and she didn't know very much about Elexa. The surname "Tanaka" was a very common Japanese name, and searching for George was made all the more difficult due to the fact that he was the son or grandson of immigrants. They had a little more luck with "Kara," a very unusual surname. It was by far, the easiest surname to narrow down to a manageable number.

      Emily was encouraged enough by the relatively low number of hits for Deanna's surname to focus the search to her home state of Florida. Like the others, she knew little of Deanna's background, but she knew that much.

      It was a place to start, but it was also a shot in the dark. If Deanna were to exist someday, she would exist one hundred twenty years in the future. Florida would be her home state, but that didn't mean that her parents and grandparents were from Florida.

      Scanning the list of first names associated with "Kara" and their associated occupations felt futile, as she didn't know what she was looking for. Deanna was, or would be, an astronaut. There was a chance, however small, that her passion for space flight would be handed down from generation to generation.

      She narrowed down the list, yet again, to the Cape Canaveral area, and came up with only a handful of names, five total. One of those names was "Deanna Kara."

      Emily gasped. "No."

      "What?" Danielle inquired. She followed Emily's gaze to the screen. "Deanna Kara? One in the same?"

      Emily nodded slowly.

      "How?"

      "She's a member of the cryo-club."

      Michael said, "Cryo-club?"

      "She was cryopreserved. Something must have happened to her. I should have known. She seemed so...21st Century."

      "In what way?" Michael asked.

      "She dropped references to 21st Century TV shows and movies here and there." She stroked her chin thoughtfully. She was born in '86. She's not much younger than she was when I knew her. She was thirty-two when I met her, which means whatever is going to happen to her is going to happen in a couple of years."

      Danielle said, "If she's a member of the...What did you call it?"

      "Cryo-club."

      “Right, cryo-club. If she's a member of the cryo-club, is it possible that Richard, George or Elexa are members too?”

      Emily thought about it for a moment. I’ll find you, she recalled telling Richard.

      She searched for "Dentmeyer" in Los Alamos County, New Mexico and came up with a handful of hits, one of which was "Richard Dentmeyer," doctor of biomedical engineering at the Los Alamos National Laboratory, born in Pasadena, California in 1964.

      1964. Fifty-three-years-old. She wasn't sure of Richard's age when she had known him, but fifty-three seemed about right.

      He lied to us, she mused. Why, papa? What were you hiding?

      "Well, you found him," Danielle said, breaking into her thoughts. "Now, what are you gonna do?"

      She’d told Richard that she would find him. Now that she had the opportunity to make good on her word, what else could she do?

      "I'm gonna pay him a little visit."
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      It was an ethical dilemma, but it wasn't a choice. He would have had a difficult decision to make if he’d had a choice in the matter. But this wasn't science; this was love. Science was easy. Love? Not so much. Richard was in love, and as such, the choice that really wasn't a choice was a matter of survival. It wasn't a matter of George's survival. George would survive well into the future. The only survival that Richard questioned was his own. George would not recover in Richard's naturally unfolding lifetime, and Richard couldn't live without George.

      On the surface, it seemed like a concession of extreme weakness. Death and the loss of loved ones were a natural part of every sentient being's existence. But this wasn't about death and loss. This was about loss minus the death part. If George were dead, it would be tragic, but Richard would be able to carry on with his life. There would be no ethical dilemma, no decision to make. But that was not the case. George was very much alive. He was there but not there. Gone but not gone. Richard could see him, but he couldn't reach him, couldn't touch him.

      If George were adrift at sea on a lifeboat, Richard was the frustrated captain of a rescue ship, trying in vain to reach the lifeboat only to have mother nature's merciless waves push the lifeboat beyond his grasp again and again. Richard knew he would never reach that lifeboat in his naturally unfolding lifetime, but that didn't stop him from reaching for it.

      Day after day, he leaned over that cryotube and spoke to George. He didn't know if George could him hear him. If the cryotube's virtual world program was doing what it was created to do, George probably couldn't hear him. But Richard would keep trying. He would continue talking to him, because, for the time being, it was all he was capable of doing.

      For the time being, he was powerless to reach George. But he was not without hope.

      He’d lost hope six weeks earlier when he’d opened the door to two glum-faced police officers, one male, one female. He'd nearly fainted before they'd opened their mouths. Richard had had no reason to expect the police. He was a fine, upstanding citizen, and police only bring dour visages like those worn by the two officers standing on his doorstep when they come bearing the worst news imaginable. The worst news imaginable? George was dead.

      He hadn't heard that. He hadn't heard much of anything the officers had said to him, not at first. The news had been dropped on his head like a falling cinder block, knocking him into a stupor he was still recovering from. What he had heard, or remembered hearing, was that George had been in a car accident. That had been the first shoe. He'd fully expected the next shoe to be the worst news imaginable, but it hadn't been; the next shoe had been that George was alive and barely clinging to life.

      Due to the advent and development of cryogenics and Richard's position at the Los Alamos National Laboratory where cryogenic technology was housed and utilized, George would be in a coma and clinging to life indefinitely.

      There was a single ray of sunlight in Richard's darkest hour. As a scientist and natural optimist, Richard was only capable of focusing his attention and his efforts on that single ray of sunlight. And he wasn't one to hesitate when it came to taking advantage of that single ray of sunlight.

      Today would be the day.

      It might take quite a bit of time, but it would feel like no time at all. George was in his virtual world, and Richard would soon be joining him. Their virtual worlds would be linked. They would share the same scenario on a repeating loop until the regenerative medicine already in development was ready to be put into practice. George would be healed, and they would become aware together...in the future.

      The doorbell pulled Richard from his meditation. He hesitated, not expecting anybody and not wanting his last-minute preparations before heading to the laboratory to be delayed. He would answer the door and get rid of whoever it was as quickly and politely as possible.

      She smiled broadly, affectionately as he pulled the door open. She smiled as if she knew him, as if she were calling on an old friend.

      He had never met this striking young woman before, he was sure of it. He would have remembered the thick, curly raven-black locks that framed her face and descended past her shoulders, the thick-framed glasses that did nothing to hide the gleam in her eye. He certainly would have remembered the distinctive scar that stretched from the right corner of her mouth to her right ear. Yet, she seemed oddly familiar.

      "Hello, Richard," she breathed enthusiastically. Whoever she was, she appeared to be happy to see him.

      "Hello," he muttered. He shook his head. "I'm sorry; have we met?"

      The young woman chuckled, as if finding irony in his query. "In a manner of speaking."

      Richard smiled awkwardly. "In a manner of speaking?"

      "If you let me in, I'll tell you all about it."

      Richard regarded the young woman, trying feebly to find some recognition beyond the odd sense of familiarity.

      "Are you on your way out?" she asked.

      Richard was taken aback by the question. No one but his closest and most trusted confidantes were aware of his plans. "Who are you?"

      "My name is Emily Díaz."

      His mind lingered on the name for a moment. "It doesn't ring a bell."

      "I know, Richard. I know it doesn't ring a bell." Her smile faded. "David Phillips. Does that name ring a bell?"

      Richard was shocked into silence.

      Before he had a chance to begin processing the words that had just escaped the young woman's lips, she said, "How about Kevin O'Connor, Ray and Beverly Stevens...George Tanaka?"

      Feeling as if he were going to faint, he grabbed the door frame with his right hand to steady himself and watched as his world descended into chaos.

      His heart slammed against the inside of his chest as he just barely managed to utter, "Who are you?"

      "I'm an old and dear friend." She smiled mischievously. "But until today, we've never met."

      Richard was in no condition to try to make sense out of that.

      "You're confused; that's understandable." She rolled her eyes. "That's pretty much what you said to me when we first met. I guess the shoe's on the other foot now, huh, Richard?"

      "Please tell me what this is all about," he pleaded.

      "If you let me in, we can sit down and talk about it. You look like you need to sit down...and maybe have a drink or two...or three."

      Richard nodded. "Good idea." He stepped aside and gestured her into the foyer.

      She strolled past him triumphantly, her hands clasped behind her back, and regarded her surroundings as Richard closed the door behind her. She approached the mantle and picked up a framed picture of Richard and George. "He's not here, is he?" she said after studying the picture for a long moment.

      "No."

      She replaced the picture and turned to Richard. "Where is he?"

      "It's a long story. But something tells me you know where he is. Why don't you have a seat in the living room? It's―"

      She jerked a thumb behind her. "Back that way. I know."

      "Of course you do."

      She took a step back toward her destination. "You coming?"

      "In a minute. I'm just gonna fix myself that drink. I'd offer you one, but you look like you're too young to drink."

      He took his time behind the bar in a futile attempt to make sense of this bizarre turn of events before resigning himself to the fact that the only possible way to make sense out of this senseless situation would be to sit and converse with the enigmatic young woman.

      He carried his scotch on the rocks and a glass of water into the living room. He kept the liquor for medicinal purposes. He wasn't much of a drinker, and he probably wouldn't finish the drink he had just fixed.

      "The place hasn't changed a bit," she commented as he maneuvered himself between the curved sectional couch and the living room table.

      He rolled his eyes and downed half the glass of scotch in one gulp before handing her the glass of water and taking a seat next to her, leaving enough room to turn and face her.

      "Thank you." She took a small sip of water and placed the glass on the table.

      He regarded the mysterious young woman who had come to his home and vexed him with knowledge she shouldn't have had access to. She was a stranger and an enigma. He wasn't going to open the conversation, because he had nothing to say to her. He wasn't even going to ask her to begin. The ball was in her court.

      "I told you before that, until today, we've never met," she began. "That's only half true. It's true, but it's not true." She took a deep breath. "You and I met when I became aware in one of those cryotubes...one hundred twenty years from now, one hundred twenty years in the future, a future that will no longer unfold as it did when we met because I'm not in one of those cryotubes. The event that put me into one of those cryotubes didn't take place. The past was changed, and as a result, the future has been altered." She smiled slyly and added, "The future is a book filled with blank pages."

      "That's very poetic," he muttered, making no effort to hide his cynicism. "And you know this...how? Because you can see into the future?"

      "No, Richard. I know this because I came back. We came back. I told you I would find you, and I did."

      "We came back? I was in the future with you?"

      "Yes."

      Richard frowned. "I don't remember any of this." She did look oddly familiar, as he had noted to himself upon greeting her at the front door, but he was content with his skepticism and wasn't ready to share that observation just yet. "Why do you remember it and I don't?"

      With a twinkle in her eye, she said, "Because I'm a bit...different. I'm that little spark of light."

      "Okay," he huffed. "I have no idea what that means."

      "You will. Sooner or later, it will all make sense to you."

      "I would prefer sooner rather than later," he said sharply.

      Seemingly oblivious to the exasperation in his tone, she said, "It's a very long and complicated story."

      "I have time, and it's already complicated."

      She hesitated a moment before saying, "You're planning on getting into one of those tubes, aren't you?"

      "Yes," he blurted out.

      "Why?"

      He opened his mouth, but the words wouldn't come out. He felt his bottom lip trembling.

      "You can't live without him," she suggested.

      "No," he whispered.

      "I understand."

      "Do you?" he challenged.

      She nodded slowly, thoughtfully. "Believe it or not, I do."

      He believed her. Like the young woman herself, the sentiment seemed oddly familiar. "Is that why you're here? To stop me?"

      "No, Richard. I'm not here to stop you." She fixed him with a hopeful look. "I'm here to ask you for a favor."
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      The last thing he remembered was the bed sheet around his neck, his view of the bars of his jail cell fading, consumed by the darkness and wondering what would happen next.

      The face that began to form as the darkness lifted was pleasant...dark skin, woolen hair, affectionate smile framed by a beard. He looked down at David as he would a newborn. But David was pretty sure he had not just been born, and he was pretty sure this wasn't the afterlife.

      Based on his immediate surroundings, he deduced that he was in some kind of medical facility, though a medical facility like none he had ever born witness to. He found himself sitting up in some kind of tube, metallic on the outside, soft and plush on the inside. The vast room was filled with similar tubes, all closed on top with little windows giving view to people slumbering inside. Medical equipment was strewn about. And of course, the pleasant man who smiled at him and the pleasant man’s male and female companions who mirrored his countenance were doctors. They had to be. They just looked the part.

      "Hello, David," the pleasant man said. "Welcome back to the world."

      "Where am I?" David croaked.

      "Los Alamos, New Mexico. The Los Alamos National Laboratory, to be precise. How you came to be here? Well, that's a much longer conversation that we'll need to have when you're ready. Let's start with introductions. I'm Richard Dentmeyer. I'm a doctor of biomedical engineering and the administrator of this facility." He gestured to the man and woman standing behind him. "These are my research assistants, Ray and Beverly."

      A red-haired, young man in white scrubs approached pushing an empty wheelchair.

      "Ah, your chariot awaits." He gestured to the red-haired young man. "This is another one of my research assistants, Kevin."

      Kevin gave him a little wave.

      David shifted his body. His muscles ached. He was weak. He instinctively knew that he wouldn't be able to support himself.

      Richard extended his hands into the tube. "Let us help you out of that thing."

      David took Richard's hands and pulled himself into a kneeling position. Ray and Beverly took hold of his arms on either side of him, supporting him as he stepped over the lip of the tube's open hatch and onto the cold tile floor. His legs felt rubbery, virtually non-existent as they eased him into the wheelchair.

      He knew he had tried to hang himself, and that was a possible explanation for his physical condition, but he had tried to hang himself on Long Island. What the hell was he doing in New Mexico?

      He was wheeled through a sterile white corridor filled with medical personnel in white lab coats or white scrubs walking to and fro. The short journey led him to an office that was the stylistic antithesis of the corridor. The natural Earth tones stood in direct contrast to the bright and harsh sanitized white of the corridor and was a relief to David's sensitive eyes.

      His wheelchair was placed in front of a large oak desk. Dr. Richard Dentmeyer took a seat in the desk's accompanying large leather chair.

      Looking past David, he said, "Kevin, Ray, Beverly, thank you very much for your assistance."

      David looked over his shoulder as Kevin, Ray and Beverly exited the room.

      Fixing his gaze on Dr. Richard Dentmeyer, he said, "Alone at last."

      The doctor smiled affectionately. "Alone at last."

      "So I guess we're going to have ourselves a long conversation. And based on the circumstances―the fact that I'm in New Mexico, the fact that I woke up in a tube―I'm guessing it's going to be a doozy."

      Dr. Richard Dentmeyer nodded. "I've had this conversation a few times, and it's always a doozy."

      "Well, let's get started."
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      A doozy, indeed.

      A half-hour later, David found himself traversing the same sterile corridor with Richard by his side. His legs were under him. Thanks to the advent of tissue engineering, David's muscles had regained their strength in the relatively short time it took Richard to explain the situation to him. He was able to walk, but now his legs felt rubbery for a reason that had nothing to do with muscle atrophy.

      One hundred twenty years in cryopreservation. One hundred twenty years in the future. The wonders he had to look forward to. All those left behind.

      The irony. If his suicide attempt had been successful, he would have left his friends and family behind anyway.

      Richard led him to a small room containing a couple of couches, a full-length mirror, and a change of clothes that fit him perfectly. He regarded himself in the mirror before exiting the room and allowing Richard to guide him to the very next door.

      Richard stopped before the door and placed his hand on David's shoulder. “I told you I was going to show you the world.”

      "Yes?"

      "Well, this is the first stop on your world tour. Are you ready?"

      David shrugged. "Do I have a choice?"

      "You do. But opening this door is like opening a present." He smiled and added, "Do you want to open this present?"

      David returned the smile. "Of course I do."

      He reached for the doorknob, turned it and pushed the door open. A silhouetted figure greeted his eyes from the center of the dimly lit room, just beyond the reach of the light cast from the corridor. The form was familiar. But it was a coincidence. It couldn't be. The familiar silhouette stepped toward the door, allowing the light from the corridor to illuminate her features.

      There was no mistaking that hair, those glasses, that scar, that smile.

      Emily Díaz.

      "Hello, David," she said. "I found you."
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      Terrified. She would have told Grace before leaving Long Island, but this hadn't been her intention. At least, she hadn't been certain as to whether or not she would succeed in getting through to Richard, convincing him to allow her to get into one of the cryotubes, or if she would even be able to go through with it. But she'd known. She'd been lying to herself. She just hadn't been able to tell Grace that she was leaving...for quite some time. And that maybe they would see each other in one hundred thirteen years if the events of Grace's life unfolded as they had in that future world that no longer existed, in that book that was now filled with blank pages.

      Moments before getting into that cryotube, she had to make that call. She couldn't just leave without saying "goodbye," without telling her ever-supportive big sister where―or in this case, when―she was going. She couldn't just disappear. Grace would be angry, but she would understand. Her little sister was in love.

      But that rationalization did little to allay her fears. Decked out in white scrubs, bare feet on the cold tile floor, leaning against her home for the next one hundred twenty years, she held the iPhone in her trembling left hand and looked at her sister's name on the screen.

      Hesitation prolonged the inevitable, she knew.

      Just jump right in, she decided.

      Like jumping into that cold pool, she swiftly tapped her sister's name before she had a chance to change her mind.

      Putting the phone to her ear, the part of her that was terrified to have this conversation hoped that Grace's phone would go to voicemail.

      But it was not to be.

      "Hey!" Grace answered.

      "Hey."

      "Are you okay?"

      "Yeah...I'm fine."

      "What's wrong?"

      "Is it that obvious?"

      A moment's pause. "What's wrong, Emily?"

      She hated this. She hated the words that were about to come out of her mouth. "I have to...uh...I have to go away for awhile."

      Another moment's pause. "Go away. Go away, where?"

      "It's not so much a where as a when?" She cringed the moment the words passed her lips.

      "Do you have a time machine?"

      "In a manner of speaking." She winced as she said, "I have a cryotube." She waited for the bomb to drop.

      "Richard's gonna let you use one."

      That didn't sound like a bomb. Emily was encouraged. "Yes."

      "You're going after David."

      "Yes."

      "You're in love."

      "Yes."

      "Go get him."

      That was not the reaction Emily was expecting. "Seriously? You're okay with this?"

      "I'm not okay with losing you for the next...however long you're gonna be in that thing, but I'm okay with you being happy; I'm okay with you being in love."

      Tears found their way to Emily's eyes and spilled down her cheeks. "I don't know what to say."

      "This isn't the end for us, little sister. You told David you would find him, and you will. Now, I'm telling you the same thing. I'll find you."

      "Well, you know where I'll be. It's just a matter of time."

      "How much time?"

      "About a hundred and thirteen years."

      "Well, I guess I have some growing old to do. Tissue engineering, you say?"

      Emily choked back a few tears. "Yeah. It exists...now. It's just...It's not public yet. But you'll find out about it."

      "Sooner rather than later. I have a head start on it. I can do some research, seek it out, maybe shave off a few years."

      "You could always bypass all that and come with me." She knew it was a futile suggestion.

      "I can't do that. I have a life here."

      "I know. I figured it couldn't hurt to try."

      Silence ensued. Mere moments seemed to stretch on for hours. Emily didn't know what to say next. How does one end a conversation of this nature?

      With the truth.

      "I love you. Carry that with you, for the next one hundred and thirteen years. It will keep you alive, and it will keep you young."

      "Along with a bit of tissue engineering."

      They shared a laugh.

      "Yeah, that too."

      "I love you too. And if this were a normal goodbye, I would say 'goodbye.' But this is anything but a normal goodbye."

      "So what should we say instead?"

      "Later."

      Emily smiled. "Later."

      The call disconnected. Emily looked at the screen for a moment longer before looking up at Richard waiting patiently nearby. "I'm ready."

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      Grace had found her. And she hadn't wasted a second. Emily had closed her eyes, and when she'd opened them, the first face she saw was Grace's, smiling down at her, welcoming her back to the world. She hadn't aged much. She didn't look like the elderly woman she'd visited on Mars. Her dark hair was streaked with gray; she had a few lines at the corners of her eyes and the corners of her mouth. She looked like a youthful and vibrant sixty-something-year-old woman.

      That youthful and vibrant smile basking down upon her was as warm and inviting as the sun on the first truly beautiful spring day.

      "I told you I'd find you, little sister," she'd said. "Welcome back to the world."

      That had been two years ago. She'd been given two years to spend with Grace and her very large family. The two years spent waiting for David to become aware had been frustrating, but those two years would have been agonizing if it hadn't been for the company of her big sister.

      But the wait was over. David was standing in the doorway, silhouetted by the light cascading into the room from behind him. He was squinting. He probably couldn't see her. So she stepped into the light.

      “Hello, David,” she greeted him. “I found you.” It was such a strange thing to say. He probably wouldn't have the faintest clue what she was talking about. But the words seemed appropriate.

      He didn't hesitate, racing through the doorway and wrapping his arms around her.

      Her feet left the floor, both literally and figuratively. She felt as if she were floating. And not wanting to come down, not wanting this perfect moment to end, she held on tight.

      "How?" he whispered into her ear. "How did you find me?"

      "I carried it with me."

      He set her down and took a step back. He shouldn't have known what she meant, but there was recognition in his eyes.

      "And you carried it with you," she added. "Somehow...I think it transcends space and time."

      Without another word, he pulled her back into his embrace.

      He didn't ask her for clarification. But the time would come when he would ask questions, try to make sense of the love he'd carried through space and time. It would be a long and complicated conversation, but they had plenty of time. They had all the time in the world.

      They had the rest of their lives. And they had each other.

      What more could they possibly ask for?

      They had found it―together.

      In the comfort of their mutual embrace and the beautiful unknown that awaited them, they had found their perfect moment beyond.
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