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      Surrounded by darkness. A soft glow in the distance. It was an all too familiar sight for the six-person crew of Encounter, but it was a sight to behold nonetheless. That soft glow in the distance was a reminder of the beginning of...everything! The cosmic microwave background radiation. The Big Bang. The event that started it all. The irony of staring into the ancient footprint of the birth of the universe as they raced back to the planet of their own births to usher in a new era of life on Earth was not lost on any of them. They were racing home to create their own Garden of Eden, their own beginning.

      Of course, they would only see the beginning. Even regenerative medicine had its limits. They would usher in that new era. They would witness that new spark of life, but they wouldn't live in these corporeal bodies long enough to see it grow to its fullest potential with their corporeal eyes.

      “Why should that matter?” Emily had reminded him. “You will not only see it; you will be a part of it. You are a part of it. You have been, you are, and you always will be a part of it...all of it. Once you shed your corporeal body, you will see life, all life, for what it is: infinite and non-linear.”

      David Phillips loved Emily Díaz with every fiber of his corporeal and non-corporeal being. He loved her now more than ever. But after six months spent with Emily as a non-corporeal being, a highly evolved life form, he still couldn't wrap his head around these concepts. Corporeal and non-corporeal. Linear and non-linear. Infinite. In David's corporeal state, the only state he had ever known, he could only wrap his head around linear. He could only wrap his head around finite. Emily had done her best to make him understand.

      She would separate herself from the Community of Light and adopt the form of her former self, her corporeal self. It made him feel safe and comfortable with her. It made him feel at home. That's what he wanted more than anything at that point: a sense of home, and he had fleetingly found it in the corporeal eyes of the woman he loved. That was before she had shed her physical shell and joined the Community of Light. He loved her every bit as much as he ever had, perhaps more so, but she was no longer with him. She was there but not with him. Not the way he wanted her to be. She was present, but she was part of something else, something larger, something he simply couldn't understand.

      He couldn't help but be bitter. He knew he shouldn't be. It seemed selfish. She had grown. She had evolved into a being far beyond anything in any corporeal being's wildest imagination. She was a being of pure consciousness, at home with her family in the Community of Light. He should have been happy for her, and he was to a certain degree, but he was also bitter. The part of him that longed to touch her hand, to hold her, to kiss her. Sure, these physical acts could be replicated, and they had been in the six months since she rejoined the Community of Light, but there was a distance between them. Her touch felt a thousand miles away. He longed for the simple beauty of her physical presence as he had known it in the few months he had shared with her after she had become aware.

      Now, she was gone, yet so close as she sat with him at the back of Encounter's cockpit. Their relationship was every bit as ironic as the status of their mission: staring out into the footprint of the beginning of the universe while attempting to create a new beginning for life on Earth. To top it all off, David and Emily were beginning a new phase of their very unorthodox relationship, a relationship that had only just begun before Emily had rejoined the Community of Light. This phase of their relationship was a new beginning, and it was the first of its kind: a corporeal being and a being of pure consciousness.

      Despite his bitterness, despite his reservations, he was hopeful. He had to be. He loved her, as much as any human being could possibly love a being of pure consciousness. He took solace in the fact that this new phase in their relationship wasn't all that new to begin with. Emily had been “that little spark of light,” as she had playfully referred to herself, long before he had ever set foot in this world. The only difference was that now they both knew it.

      He could feel the warmth emanating from her body. She certainly felt corporeal. They had been given plenty of room to sit in the back of the cockpit and take in the view as they grew ever closer to their destination, but the couple had chosen to sit shoulder to shoulder, hip to hip. She felt warm, physical, tangible. He could smell her raven black, cascading locks pressed against his cheek as she leaned into him.

      Instinctively, he reached for her hand, interlocking their fingers. They looked at one another, immersed in each other's eyes, nervous but excited as they sat on the verge of the improbable, enthralled by the prospect of what was about to unfold once they reached Earth with their cargo. She gave him a warm smile, and he gave her one of his own. He admired her natural, if not corporeal, beauty. The presentation was perfect. She had kept the glasses, the scar she was proud to bear, and he admired her for it. He found her all the more beautiful for it. He reached across with his free hand and gently stroked the scar with his thumb. She closed her eyes, and her smile widened. Her scar was very tangible, and her reaction was genuine.

      Emily relished his touch. It made her temporary separation from the Great Community a pleasant retreat rather than a burden. She was able to separate from the Community and take corporeal form at will, but lengthy separations such as these had the effect of making her feel more at home in her physical state. She could easily revert back to her natural state of pure consciousness, but in the presence of her corporeal friends, particularly David, she preferred the flesh. Besides, without being immersed in the Great Community, she would feel naked, disconnected, a lost soul in her non-corporeal state.

      There was no doubt as to which state she preferred. It was never a question. She was non-corporeal, a being of pure consciousness. She was at home with her kindred spirits. She basked in the warmth they provided. She loved each and every being she encountered, and she perpetually and simultaneously encountered each and every one of them. They were connected, a part of one another―sharing thoughts, ideas, information, emotions. They shared everything―openly, honestly and unencumbered. Nothing was hidden. Everything was out in the open. There was no possibility of deceit, jealousy or bitterness. These concepts went hand in hand with the flesh. Everything in the corporeal form was filtered.

      As much as she enjoyed her corporeal state in the presence of her Encounter crew mates and as much as she loved the physical sensation of David's touch, her corporeal state was a facade. It wasn't genuine. It wasn't her natural state.

      Such was the irony of Emily and David's very unorthodox relationship. She loved him as much as any member of the Great Community, but he was a corporeal being, filtered by the flesh, and he was bitter. He didn't have to say it. She could see it. She could feel it. She didn't resent him for it. She couldn't. Resentment wasn't a part of her make-up. Love and understanding were. She loved him, and she understood him. He was at a different stage of evolution than she was. She was no better or worse than he was. They were just different, and they processed information and emotions differently due to their different states of existence. She understood him. She had been at his stage of evolution herself, and due to her lengthy separation from the Great Community and her equally lengthy corporeal existence, she was in a better position to empathize with his struggle.

      Despite the challenges their unorthodox relationship posed, they loved one another, they had one another, and they had their mission. Despite the potentially dire ramifications of the mission, David was thankful for it. He had Emily by his side. It was like old times, before she rejoined the Community of Light. It was the homecoming that never came to fruition after their mission to Eden had gone so...haywire.

      They were together again, their fingers interlocked, in the only home he had known for six biological months, with his side of the family. The thought brought a smile to his face. Emily was an adopted member of the corporeal family. She had been a corporeal being herself, but she had moved on long before he entered the world. They had all moved on...well, with the exception of the five corporeal beings in Encounter's cockpit.

      David's eyes moved to the front of the cockpit. Captain Elexa Thomas and First Officer Deanna Kara were seated at their helms. They were the two newest members of his close-knit family. They had to be close-knit. What choice did they have. There were but five of them left. Could any bond be more common than that?

      Off to David and Emily's right, on the other side of the cockpit door, sat the couple who had become David's surrogate family over one-thousand years earlier when the Earth was crawling with corporeal creatures and human-made structures covered the landscape and pierced the sky. Richard Dentmeyer was his surrogate father, his adoptive father, picking up where his biological father had left off when David had attempted suicide in his jail cell over a century earlier. Richard's husband, George Dentmeyer, was everybody's uncle. Members of the family, including David, had even taken to calling him "Uncle George" on occasion.

      With Emily's assistance, this family of five had embarked on a mission, the outcome of which had yet to be determined. However, it was looking very good. As Emily had told them six months earlier, they were to usher in a new era. They were the only five corporeal beings left on Earth, but that would soon change. They were going to have visitors. They were on their way. They were to act as a welcoming committee, greet the visitors when they arrived and help them get acclimated to their new environment.

      As it turned out, Emily was being coy. It was part of her charm. The visitors had arrived all right, but they had turned out to be a bit of a...surprise. David had naturally assumed that surprising would have been par for the course when it came to extraterrestrials. He didn't know what to expect, as Emily had kept that information to herself, but he had expected some kind of surprise. A surprise was what he had received, but it had been a different kind of surprise. It had been a head-scratcher.

      He couldn't help but smile when Emily broke the news. The visitors were small, very small, microscopic in fact. They were microorganisms, at the very earliest stages of evolution, being carried through the cosmos by a small meteor. Good one, Emily!

      Yep, he couldn't help but smile. But the smile had faded from David's face when it dawned on him that he and his crewmates would never live to see these microorganisms evolve beyond their infancy. They couldn't even be certain if these new life forms would survive beyond the lifetimes of Encounter's crew. That new era they were to usher in might never come to pass.

      The darkness settled in over each of them, but they were determined to keep their chins up. This was the darkest hour before the dawn. The sun was just over the horizon, and they would find it. They knew that the darkness would come. They knew it wouldn't be easy. They were committed to facing the trials and hardships on the path toward the joys and victories, on the way to that next perfect moment.

      That perfect moment had been there, up ahead on the horizon. It had always been there...until Richard told them that the new era would be an uphill battle, that the next perfect moment might never come to pass. The perpetual promise of the next perfect moment had been extinguished. The promise no longer existed. The next perfect moment had become a possibility. There were no guarantees, and that was something that none of them had been prepared to face. The perfect moment was in peril.

      That had been two weeks ago. They had had two weeks to contemplate the possibility that life as they knew it would end with the five of them. It had been their darkest hour, but they had pulled together. With Emily's assistance, they had analyzed the situation, formulated a plan and carried it out. Whether or not the plan would be successful remained to be seen. They weren't out of the woods yet, but they were hopeful.

      “Coming up on Earth, folks,” Elexa announced. “We're almost home!”

      Elexa was excited to be returning home, but that excitement was tempered somewhat by the uncertainty of what lay ahead. She knew what the others knew: the future was in doubt. It was a giant question mark. Sure, they had every reason to be optimistic. The first leg of their mission had gone according to plan. But their mission wasn't complete, not by a long shot.

      "Here we go," Elexa said. These three simple words had become something of a catchphrase that Elexa employed just before giving the command to disengage the warp drive. It often came out as a partial sigh, as if she were speaking more to herself than the crew.

      Knowing full well what Elexa was about to say, Deanna instinctively reached for the warp controls before pulling her arm back to wait for the formal command.

      “Cut the warp drive.”

      “Cutting the warp drive.”

      The crew watched as the glow of the cosmic microwave background radiation vanished and was replaced by a star-framed blue and green sphere in the distance. There was a release of tension in the cockpit, a collective sigh of relief. No one had spoken about it, but the tension that had been building in the cockpit prior to the ship dropping out of warp had been palpable. It was as if they had doubted that the Earth would be there waiting for them. So much had happened to the crew in the past six months. There had been so many bizarre occurrences since Encounter had left Earth for Eden six biological months ago, culminating in the revelatory nature of their recent mission. A planetary vanishing act would have fit right in. But there it was, its blue and green seeming to reach out to them, welcoming them home.

      “She's gorgeous,” Deanna offered.

      They all knew what she meant. It wasn't as if any of them had never seen the sight before. Deanna and Elexa had taken in the view countless times together during the multitude of missions they carried out for NASA. But this homecoming was different. This homecoming meant so much more.

      Deanna's whimsical expression suddenly turned dour as she looked at her monitor. “Elex...uh...Captain, we're picking up something ahead.”

      Elexa looked at Deanna and fought the urge to smile, amused by the fact that Deanna had begun to refer to her informally, not that she would have minded. Their relationship had always been a bit informal. They were more than colleagues; they were friends, and due to the fact that they were but two of five corporeal beings who called Earth their home, they had grown significantly closer.

      “What is it, Commander?” she asked, teasingly emphasizing Deanna's title.

      “Not sure,” Deanna responded. “But it's...moving.” She lifted her head from the monitor, concern permeating her expression. She looked through the cockpit window and squinted, searching for the mysterious object in the distance. “It's not just moving. It's―” She paused, a sense of foreboding preventing the next words from escaping her mouth.

      “It's moving toward us,” Emily declared.

      Elexa and Deanna turned to the back of the cockpit. Emily was standing, gaping at the open space beyond the cockpit window. “Isn't it?” she said softly, turning her attention to Deanna.

      Deanna turned back to her monitor. “Yes,” she replied ominously.

      George left his husband's side and made his way to Deanna's helm. He put his hand on her shoulder and leaned over her monitor. He wasn't undermining her authority, and he knew that she was more than capable of interpreting the information on her monitor, but as NASA's former chief scientist, George felt that he may be able to offer some additional insight. After all, George had designed Encounter. He was intimately familiar with every last inch of her.

      “It's definitely moving toward us,” George confirmed.

      Deanna furrowed her brow. “The Chief Scientist strikes again,” she said, her tone unabashedly sarcastic. “Thanks for the information, Professor.”

      George didn't take offense to Deanna's remarks. After six months of trials and hardships, joys and victories, the entire crew had become accustomed to one another's traits. Deanna's sarcasm was routine. It was her trademark.

      “Natural or intelligently designed?” Elexa asked.

      “Too―” George began before Deanna placed a hand gently over the hand George was resting on her shoulder. George looked into her eyes. They were soft but authoritative.

      “I can do this,” Deanna said, her tone composed but adamant.

      George nodded and took a step back.

      Deanna peered into the monitor. “Too early to tell. It's too far away.”

      “Intelligently designed,” Emily offered. “It's a vessel of some sort.”

      “And you know this...how?” Deanna asked cynically.

      Emily raised her hands and shrugged her shoulders. “A hunch?”

      Emily was still a mystery to her crewmates, but they were familiar enough with her to know that her hunches were akin to educated guesses. Such was the power of that unfiltered mind of hers.

      “That's good enough for me,” Elexa said, peering through the cockpit window in nervous anticipation. “Does your hunch tell you whether this thing is hostile or friendly?”

      Emily didn't respond. She kept her gaze focused beyond the cockpit. She couldn't see it, not with her corporeal eyes, but she could feel it, and what she felt was...strange. It wasn't hostile. That much she could surmise. She supposed it could be friendly, but that term wasn't quite accurate either. The object was familiar―intimately familiar. There was a familial feeling about it, a sense of warmth, a sense of comfort. But juxtaposed with those feelings was a sense of danger, a sense of foreboding. No matter how long she kept her consciousness stretched to the unseen object in the distance, she couldn't make sense of what she was feeling, so she pulled back.

      “This isn't good,” she said ominously.

      David jumped to his feet and took her hand. He studied her expression. He didn't ask the question that was on his lips. He was afraid to let it go. Her expression spoke volumes, and it frightened him. Their mission had been a success. They had been on the verge of rescuing that perfect moment, but the object heading toward them in the distance was threatening to tear it away.

      Richard approached Emily and placed his hand on her shoulder. “What is it?”

      She shook her head. “It doesn't make any sense.”

      “What?” Richard asked. “What doesn't make any sense?”

      “Love, comfort, familiarity and...danger.”

      Richard looked upon his surrogate daughter with the eyes of a concerned parent. He was, and always would be, a scientist, but he was, first and foremost, a family man. His crew was his family, but family took precedence over any mission. Emily had been his daughter years before she had become aware. So much had changed since she had rejoined the Community of Light, but so much remained the same. The confusion he saw in her eyes as she gaped into the distance beyond the cockpit window was the same confusion he saw in her eyes after she had become aware.

      “I see it,” Emily whispered, “but I don't believe it.”

      Richard and David turned their attention to the cockpit window.

      “I don't see anything, Emily,” David said apprehensively.

      “Neither do I,” Richard added. “Emily, what do you see?”

      “You wouldn't believe me if I told you,” she whispered. “You'll just have to see it for yourself.”

      David smiled in spite of the bizarre nature of the situation. “Em, with everything we've been through together over the past six months, I'm pretty sure we're ready to believe just about anything.”

      Emily turned her gaze toward David. “Trust me, honey. You won't have long to wait,” she said whimsically.

      “I see it!” cried Elexa.

      “Told ya so,” Emily gloated with a nervous but triumphant grin. Even with an uncertain and potentially dangerous situation heading in their direction, she was able to find it within herself to subtly tease David and force a smile.

      Emily, David and Richard turned their attention to the cockpit window to see a small white dot in the distance. It appeared to be growing ever so slowly against the backdrop of Earth.

      “Evasive action...Captain?” Deanna requested.

      “No. Not yet anyway. Emily, a little guidance?”

      “It doesn't matter what you do,” Emily said solemnly. “The danger is inherent in their existence.”

      “Their existence?” Richard queried.

      “In fact,” Emily continued, “stay the course. We're in danger either way, but an encounter is necessary for our survival. No pun intended.”

      “It's in our path, heading right for us,” Deanna challenged. “You want us to go head on with this...thing?”

      “It'll slow down,” Emily replied. “They'll be just as surprised to see us as we are to see them.”

      David looked pleadingly at Emily. He lifted her hand and brought it close to his chest. “Em, seriously, I love you, but now would be a good time for you to tell us everything you know.”

      “You need to see it,” she said, mesmerized by the unidentified object in the distance.

      “We'll believe you,” he pleaded. “Just tell us.”

      “You need to see it,” she repeated.

      Recognizing the futility of pleading with Emily for information, David turned his attention back to the object. It was growing closer, beginning to take form. The white dot appeared to morph, elongating. Features became visible. It was a vessel all right, not that David had any reason to doubt Emily. It was a large vessel with a long body. It was still too far away for David to get an overall impression of the mysterious vessel, but it appeared that the front end, presumably the control center, was flat and rounded, similar to a disc or saucer. The cylindrical body of the vessel extended from the rear of the semi-saucer. Surrounding the cylindrical body were four cylindrical nacelles. And surrounding the entire vessel were two warp rings.

      David gasped at the realization of what was taking shape before him. He heard confused murmuring among the crew, but the sudden shock to his senses instantly drowned them out. Emily was right; it didn't make any sense, and he needed to see it to believe it. But seeing it didn't immediately convince him that what he was seeing was real. He had to be mistaken. It was still too far away.

      He peeled his eyes away from the all-too-familiar vessel to gauge the reactions of his crewmates. Their awestruck expressions told him that he wasn't hallucinating.

      “Is it?” David murmured.

      “Full stop,” Elexa commanded.

      “Aye, Captain,” Deanna responded, her voice quivering.

      Encounter slowed to a crawl before coming to a complete stop.

      “Well, somebody has to say it,” Deanna suggested.

      George, studying the ship as it slowly closed the distance from a half mile out, said, “It's similar, but I'm not a hundred percent certain that it's...”

      “Say it,” Deanna challenged.

      “I'm not ready to say it...not yet.”

      “If anyone should know, George, it's you,” Richard chimed in.

      “Give me a sec.”

      Deanna sighed. “You're waiting for it to be spelled out for you, aren't ya?”

      Indeed, George was waiting for it to be spelled out for him. He was a scientist, and as a scientist, he needed confirmation. To say that the approaching vessel looked familiar would be a gross understatement. He knew that ship as well as he knew his surrogate family, as well as he knew his husband. At least it appeared, to the naked eye, that he knew the approaching ship. But as Emily had pointed out moments earlier, that didn't make sense. He had designed the ship, but there was only one―the prototype, and that ship was accounted for. If his eyes weren't deceiving him―and based on the reactions of his crewmates, they weren't―it was the very ship they were standing in.

      Mirroring their own actions, the approaching vessel slowed to a crawl before coming to a stop. It sat perched a quarter of a mile out, its identical darkened panoramic windows seeming to peer into their own as if challenging them to an adolescent staring contest.

      “Ideas?” Elexa asked softly, her voice penetrating the silence that had engulfed the cabin since the mystery vessel had come to a stop. “Theories? Suggestions? Anything?”

      George leaned over Deanna's monitor. “Can you zoom in on the cockpit?”

      Deanna began tapping her touchscreen monitor to pull up the external view. The mystery ship appeared on the monitor. “If you wanna take a peek inside, you're gonna be in for a bit of a letdown, but you already know that.”

      George did know that. He had designed Encounter's cockpit windows to prevent anybody, or anything, from seeing inside the cockpit.

      As George requested, Deanna zoomed in, the image blurring as it closed in on the cockpit.

      “I think you know what I'm looking for,” George remarked soberly.

      Deanna studied the blurry image. “Mm-hmm. The name tag.”

      She brought the image in closer on the ship's title just below the cockpit window. The letters blurred together, forming a dark blotchy line. It reminded David of a redacted classified government document.

      “Can you clean it up?” George inquired, despite knowing full well that the name of the ship would not be legible without bringing the ship in closer.

      “This is cleaned up,” Deanna responded.

      George turned to Elexa.

      “No,” Elexa said reflexively before George had a chance to ask the question.

      “No what? I didn't ask you anything.”

      "You want me to bring the ship in closer, and the answer is no. It's too risky."

      “Besides,” Deanna chimed in, “we all pretty much know what it's going to say.”

      “Pretty much isn't good enough,” George protested. “I need to be certain. We need to be certain.”

      “We are certain," Emily said assertively. George turned to face Emily. "I was certain moments before I laid these lovely corporeal eyes on it," she continued, a sly grin curling her lips, "and now we're all certain, including you, George. You don't need it spelled out for you. You need to trust your eyes and your instincts." Her eyes moved throughout the cockpit, taking in each of her crewmates. "You needed to see it for yourselves, and now you have. That ship is us. It's Encounter. From where or when, I don't know, but I don't think I need to tell you, any of you, that its very existence alongside us presents us with quite a dilemma.” She paused, letting the weight of her words sink in. “Everything we've worked so hard for is in danger of being snatched away. That perfect moment we've fought so hard for is in peril. You all know it. You've acknowledged it.” Her eyes met George's. “Haven't you?”

      George nodded solemnly.

      “The next step,” Emily continued, “is to figure out what we're going to do about it.”
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      Standing beneath a blanket of stars on the plains of what was once Nigeria, David couldn't help but wonder if he had been transported back in time to the very beginnings of life on Earth. His location, and the location of his four crewmates aboard Encounter just a few yards away, seemed appropriate. After all, 20th Century anthropologists believed that the first humans originated in Africa. And here they were, on the west coast of Africa, at the beginning of a new era, helping to usher it in. They had not only witnessed the arrival of life on Earth; they were going to study it, nurture it through its infancy.

      Of course, it wasn't the kind of life any of them had been expecting, but perhaps it should have been. Emily had told them that the evolutionary process on Earth must begin again. Life on Earth didn't begin as intelligent life. It began with what the crew found in the small meteor they pulled from the soil about ten meters from where David was standing: microorganisms. Not quite as exciting or nerve-wracking as welcoming a flying saucer filled with intelligent life forms from a distant planet, but exciting in its own right.

      A smile crossed David's face as he gazed into the darkness and contemplated Emily's words on that fateful night six months ago when she told them they were to stay back and usher in the new process. She could have been upfront with them, but that wasn't exactly Emily's style. On the surface, her omission seemed elusive, but Emily's non-corporeal state was the result of the evolutionary process, and the evolutionary process was driven, in part, by trial and error. As Emily had explained to them, each member of Encounter's crew had chosen this path for themselves. Choosing the path for themselves meant walking the path for themselves. That path meant discovering the nature of the alien visitors for themselves. David's smile widened. It occurred to him that he could have argued that, following Emily's logic, the path should have begun without any foreknowledge of alien life forms descending upon the Earth. Emily shouldn't have told them anything. He could have argued the point, but it was too late. That ship had sailed, and there was no need to be nit-picky. When it comes to the fantastic, every answer inevitably opens the door to another question.

      Emily, the love of his life, epitomized the notion that every answer inevitably leads to another question. She told them where to find the rock. Everything seemed to be going smoothly. Of course, that's usually when things start to get weird. And weird they got.

      He had had that very weird dream after helping Richard and George pull the meteor from the soil and crashing in his quarters. It was a very weird dream, but it was just a dream, right? The dream, like every dream, seemed so real while he was having it. But this dream was a bit different. It was weird for an entirely different reason. This dream seemed every bit as real to him after he woke up. It had been a pretty detailed dream, and unlike most dreams, the details of this dream hadn't faded from his memory. The dream was as fresh in his head as it had been when he awoke six hours earlier. He could still see the ship through the viewport. He could still feel the tension in the cockpit. He could still feel Emily's hand in his, could actually feel the warmth of her touch.

      “David.”

      Richard's voice pulled David from his solitary musings. He turned toward Richard. He was standing at Encounter's port side entrance, his left hand propped on the door frame as if steadying himself. A solemn expression replaced the near-giddy expression he had been wearing since he and George had pulled the meteor from the soil and carried it to Encounter the previous day.

      “You found something,” David said, knowing that whatever it was, it couldn't be good.

      “We have. You're gonna want to see this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Elexa wasn't quite as cynical as her first mate, her best friend, the love of her new life, but she had a cynical streak all her own. She had been thrown into the same ridiculous situation that Deanna and the rest of Encounter's crew had been thrown into. She was bitter for having lost her husband and her two children. She had every right to be. She was rightfully bitter, angry, resentful and cynical. As she looked down at Deanna, sitting on the bed they had begun sharing in Elexa's quarters sometime during the past six months, she concluded that she was every bit as cynical as the love of her new life. She was just a heck of a lot better at hiding it.

      Elexa smiled down at Deanna.

      “What are you smiling at?” It was Deanna's natural inclination. She wasn't combative, but she had a biting sense of humor that caught some people off-guard, rubbed some people the wrong way back when there were more than a few people to rub the wrong way.

      “Just trying to pull that frown from your face.”

      “Can you blame me?”

      “No, I can't,” Elexa conceded. “I'm every bit as concerned as you are.”

      Deanna smirked. “You're just a helluva lot better at handling it.”

      “Well, somebody's gotta keep it together for the both of us.”

      “I guess that's why you're our fearless leader.”

      “And you're my sarcastic sidekick.”

      “Pssh. I'm nobody's sidekick.” Deanna allowed herself a chuckle before adding, “Just so there's no confusion, we're talking about the same thing, right?”

      “If you're talking about getting advice from Emily about the missing DNA strand, then yeah, we're talking about the same thing.”

      “Good. And just so we're on the same page, you think it's a crock, right?”

      Elexa sighed. “Listen. I'm every bit as cynical as you are. I lost a husband and two children to this Great Migration nonsense. We were told that the love we feel from the Community of Light is the love of the people we lost, but I can't hold my husband; I can't hold my kids. To top it off, Emily tells us that it's our mission to usher in a new era and that she and the Community of Light will help us, but all they've done is left us a cosmic puzzle. So yeah, I think it's a crock.”

      Deanna furrowed her brow. “Why do I feel a 'but' coming on?”

      “But...what choice do we have? How many directions do we have to go in? We're five people...left to pick up the pieces of the disaster Emily and her Community choose to call 'The Great Migration.' We're the only five people left on Earth, and aside from the Community of Light and this mission they've given us, we have no idea what our purpose is; we have no idea what to do with ourselves. So until we figure it all out, maybe it's best that we just go with the flow and see where it takes us. Besides―” Elexa winced as the next words left her mouth. “―what if Emily's right?”

      Deanna dropped her face into her hands. “I'm not ready to go there yet. I'm way too bitter to consider that as a possibility.”

      “Do you remember that first night?”

      Deanna raised her head, looking past Elexa like a child being lectured. “Yes,” she moaned.

      “When we found Emily and the Community of Light?”

      “I already said 'yes.' And I know what you're going to say: 'We believed it.'”

      Elexa brightened. “Exactly! She told us that we'd chosen this path for ourselves. At first, we were skeptical, but when we parted ways, we believed it, both of us. We didn't just believe it; we knew it to be true.”

      “Then we came to our senses.”

      Elexa snickered. “Maybe. Maybe not. But we at least have to consider the possibility that what Emily told us is true.”

      Deanna dropped her head and groaned. “Can't you just give me a little more time with my cynicism.”

      “You've had enough time with your cynicism, and so have I. Besides, your cynicism will always be there waiting for you. It's in your genes. It isn't going anywhere.”

      Deanna lifted her head and nodded. “What were you dreaming about?”

      The question came at Elexa like a curveball. She looked at  Deanna sideways, taken aback by the sudden change of topic. She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. She had no idea what she was about to say.

      “I heard you talking in your sleep,” Deanna continued. “Muttering would be more like it. I really couldn't make out much of what you were saying. Just bits and pieces.”

      Elexa looked away. She didn't want to talk about. She had had a dream. She remembered it vividly, but she didn't want to. She wanted to forget it. She wasn't sure why. It was just a dream, right? But this one had been a doozy. Six hours later and it was still with her.

      “You don't want to talk about it,” Deanna remarked. “But I do.” Elexa looked at her. “I had a dream too.” Deanna's voice was soft. She seemed fragile. “And judging by the bits and pieces I got from you, it was the same dream.” Elexa furrowed her brow. “Or a similar dream.”

      Elexa hesitated before opening her mouth, uncertain as to what she was about to say. She hesitated a moment longer before saying, “What did you dream about?”

      “I dreamed we saw another Encounter.” She paused, letting her little revelation sink in. “What did you dream about?”

      “The same,” Elexa just barely managed to utter. She took a deep breath in an effort to pull herself together and said, “But you already knew that.”

      “I did. What do you think it means?”

      Elexa was mystified. Being the pragmatist that she was, she immediately began combing her brain for a practical explanation. “I must have heard you talking in your sleep.”

      “Pssh. I don't talk in my sleep.”

      “Pssh. That's what you think.”

      Elexa allowed herself the briefest of smiles to match Deanna's briefest of smiles before the couple gazed at one another, both at a loss as to where to take the conversation next.

      Deanna broke the conversational stalemate. “I doubt that the others heard us talking in our sleep,” she said, her tone hovering just above a whisper.

      Deanna wasn't fond of where the conversation was going, which was why she had chosen not to take the conversation any further. Deanna had always been the bolder of the two. Depending on the circumstances, Elexa could be either impressed or annoyed by it.

      “What are you trying to say? And why are you talking like that? Do you have to be so melodramatic?”

      “I'm saying we should ask them if they've had any interesting dreams lately.”

      She gave Deanna's words a long and awkward moment to sink in. She was reluctant to take the conversation any further, but she didn't know why. What was she so afraid of? It was just a dream...right?

      Deanna's eyes were locked on Elexa, a sly grin touching her lips. She could read Elexa like a children's storybook, and Elexa knew it. She'd clearly sensed that Elexa wasn't comfortable with the conversation. A clear challenge had been issued, one that Elexa wasn't ready to rise to. If only she could come up with a creative way to squirm her way out of the conversation.

      The seconds-long silent challenge was cut short by the ping of the cabin's doorbell.

      Deanna raised her eyebrows. “Saved by the bell.”

      “Saved by nothing,” Elexa muttered. “It's open!” she called over her shoulder.

      “It's a cliché, you know,” Deanna said.

      “What's a cliché?” Elexa asked as the door slid open behind her.

      “Being interrupted by a third-party at a crucial moment in the conversation.” She looked over Elexa's shoulder. “Oh hi, Richard!” Her expression suddenly turned dour. “Oh, something is clearly not okay in Richard-land.”

      Elexa turned on her heel. Richard was leaning through the doorway, his hands holding onto the door frame as if for dear life,  a forlorn expression confirming that she had definitely not been saved by the bell contrary to Deanna's suggestion. He didn't even seem surprised to find Deanna sitting on her bed, not that she would have cared. Something was seriously wrong.

      “We're...uh...we're gonna need you two in the...uh...in the lab,” Richard stammered. “Something's...”

      “Seriously wrong?” Elexa suggested.

      Richard nodded. “Yeah, that.”
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      “Directed panspermia?” David said with an exaggeratedly cocked eyebrow.

      Encounter's five-member crew, the only five intelligent corporeal beings left in the solar system, stood huddled around the meteor, perched atop an examination table in the ship's laboratory.

      “You've heard the term panspermia?” Richard asked.

      “No, I can't say that I have,” David confessed.

      “Well, now you have. Panspermia is the name given to the theory, that we all now know to be fact, that the building blocks of life began elsewhere in the universe. Billions of years ago, microorganisms, similar to what we have here in this rock―” He gestured to the meteor. “―arrived here on Earth, and over a very long period of time, they multiplied and evolved into life as we know it.”

      David nodded. “I'm assuming that directed panspermia means that some intelligent life form sent them here.”

      “Exactly.” Richard grabbed the meteor and turned it. He pointed at a charred, coin-sized object embedded in the rock. “It may be difficult to see. It was fried when it passed through the atmosphere.”

      David leaned in closer. “What am I looking at?”

      “We don't know exactly,” George volunteered. “But it isn't natural. Beneath the charring, it's metallic, or appears to be. My guess? It's some kind of super-advanced guidance system.”

      “Super-advanced guidance system?” Elexa said with a sly grin. “Is that the technical term, Uncle George?”

      George chuckled. “Or SAGS for short.”

      “You're adorable.”

      “So we had a little help,” Deanna suggested. “Our quest to save the planet from crumbling into a lifeless abyss is going according to plan. Isn't it?”

      Deanna's question was met with silence. David had assumed that he was being filled in on details that the rest of crew were already familiar with. Richard―and presumably, George―had apparently waited until David was present before breaking whatever bad news he suspected was coming their way. Richard's dour expression when calling him in had concerned him. Richard's dour expression in conjunction with the stony silence that followed Deanna's question chilled David to his core.

      “Why the long face, Richard?” Deanna asked.

      “Richard, what's wrong?” David added.

      Richard sighed. “There's no easy way to say this, so I'm just going to say it. Our little re-population party may be over before it's even begun. These microorganisms are essentially useless. They can't reproduce.”

      “There is a gap in their genetic code that prevents them from reproducing,” George said. “If they can't reproduce, well...I don't need to tell you the rest.”

      The silence in the room was palpable. David, Richard, George, Elexa and Deanna had all been on the verge of standing in the proverbial Garden of Eden. Emily had told them that they would be ushering in the new era of life on Earth, but that may have been a grand overstatement. They would have been little more than observers during the very earliest stages of the new evolutionary process. The regenerative medicine in their bodies would take them far into the future, but not that far. Perhaps two hundred years if they were lucky. Nothing but a microscopic particle on a long evolutionary highway. The spark is what excited them. The birth and the knowledge of what would become of these microscopic children. But George and Richard's discovery put a damper on their excitement.

      David broke the silence. “So...what? It's over?” It wasn't over for Encounter's crew. The five of them would live on as long as the regenerative medicine in their bodies allowed them to, and if they graduated to the Community of Light that they had thus far been excluded from, they would live far beyond that, perhaps into eternity. The jury was still out on that last point. But the mere suggestion that corporeal life, the only life that David had known for the vast majority of his life, could be on the verge of extinction sent waves of fear racing through his body.

      “David, look at me,” Richard said, seeing the fear in David's eyes. “I said it may be over. The word 'may' implies danger, but the uncertainty also implies hope. There's room for optimism.”

      Leave it to Richard to immediately find the words to bring David back from the edge of panic. There was hope. Richard and Uncle George would find a way.

      “You have something,” David said, desperation filling his voice. “Tell us you have something.”

      Richard dropped his head, exasperated. Lifting his head, he let out a long sigh and said, “I don't want to get any of your hopes up. Just let George and I do what we do and―”

      “Out with it please,” Deanna interjected. “Please don't toy with our emotions. We're all in this together, are we not?”

      Richard nodded. “We are.”

      Deanna raised her hands, palms up, and motioned toward herself with her fingers. “Bring it on.”

      Richard hesitated a moment before saying, “As you all know, DNA is extremely complex and extremely intricate. What you may or may not know is that DNA can, and has been, used as a recording device. DNA is so complex and so intricate that vast amounts of detailed information can be encoded in DNA. In the early 20th Century, researchers at Harvard University were able to encode a fifty-four thousand page book into DNA. But that was only the beginning. Since then, entire libraries of information have been encoded in DNA. The DNA was synthesized, and the vast quantity of information was decoded back to its original form.”

      Deanna smiled. “You just can't cut to the chase, can ya?”

      “Don't worry. I'm getting to the relevant part.”

      “Don't bother,” Deanna said. “I think I know where you're going with this.” She gestured to the meteor. “The DNA in these microorganisms has been encoded with information that we may be able to use to save our collective asses.”

      “Our collective asses will be fine,” George said. “It's the future of life on this planet that we're thinking about.”

      “I know, Uncle George. That's what I meant when I said 'collective asses.' We're all in this together.”

      “So you've found something useful in the DNA?” Elexa asked. “Something that could, as my partner in crime over here―” She gestured toward Deanna. “―put so eloquently, 'save our collective asses'?”

      George said, “That's what Richard meant when he said that he didn't want to get your hopes up. We haven't found any useful information. Not yet. We just know that the DNA in these microorganisms has been encoded with a wealth of information. We haven't decoded it yet. That will take some time.”

      “And even when you do decode it,” David said, “there's a good chance that you won't understand what you're looking at. If it's in the form of this distant civilization's written language, we won't be able to read it. But...” David raised his index finger into the air.

      “But―” Elexa chimed in, picking up on David's thought process, “―if the information is visual in nature―pictures, moving images, maps―we may be able to make sense out of it.”

      “Took the words right out of my mouth,” David said with a smile.

      “Great minds think alike,” Elexa said, returning the smile. “High five.”

      Elexa raised her hand into the air, and David gave her palm a slap.

      “Let's not get ahead of ourselves,” George warned. “We have no idea what's in there. It could be helpful in our endeavors, or it could be useless.”

      “Hey, don't rain on our parade,” Deanna protested.

      “There shouldn't be a parade,” Richard said solemnly. “I understand that, on the verge of disaster, you're all desperate for something to hold onto, but we need to be pragmatic. There may be call for celebration...eventually, or there may not. We won't know until we decode the information. So let George and I get to work. Hopefully, we'll soon have something to share with you.”

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      David asked, “Do you think it's possible that Emily knew about the gap in the DNA code?”

      David, Elexa and Deanna had retreated outdoors to allow George and David to get to work. There was plenty of room aboard Encounter to congregate, but there was something about the outdoors in a world devoid of technology that invited one to ponder life's greatest mysteries. If David had the weight of the world on his shoulders, and that was often the case since returning to Earth six months ago, he inevitably found himself walking away from Encounter.

      Deanna smirked. “Nowadays, I think that anything is possible. Why don't you ask her? Aren't you two close?”

      Not allowing David a chance to respond to Deanna's cynical inquiry, Elexa asked, “Why would Emily keep that information from us?”

      David shook his head. “She said...on that first night when we found her in the forest with rest of her...Community of Light, she said that we were to usher in a new era, or a new process, or something along those lines.”

      “Yeah, I remember,” Elexa replied.

      “Well, doesn't that strike you as strange? I mean if the DNA in those microorganisms were intact, if they were able to reproduce, we wouldn't really be ushering in anything. We would just be observing.”

      Elexa shrugged. “I think maybe you're reading too much into her statement. She exaggerated or misspoke.”

      “I don't think so. I think this situation is exactly what she was referring to. This is the challenge. She knew that the DNA wouldn't be intact. We have a puzzle with a missing piece. She wants us to find that missing piece.”

      Deanna leaned forward and spread her arms in an exasperated manner. “Hello!” she exclaimed mockingly. “Why don't you ask her? That wasn't meant to be a rhetorical question. Didn't she say that we would work together?”

      David nodded. “She did.”

      Deanna threw her hands up in the air and twirled. “Well, where is she? Oh, Emily! Come out and play!”

      She dropped her arms and looked at David to gauge his reaction. She was frustrated, cynical and at the end of her rope with this Emily and Community of Light nonsense. Like the others, she couldn't help but be bitter regarding the unenviable position they found themselves in. They were supposed to be honored. They were supposed to be humbled. Hah! What a crock! They were five human beings, the only five corporeal beings left in the solar system, not privileged but doomed to live out their existence watching a bunch of microorganisms reproduce and wondering how life would unfold after they all graduated into some magical dimension of pure consciousness. She chose this. It's all non-linear. She chose this path in the future. She was fed up with Emily's mumbo-jumbo.

      Elexa took Deanna's hand. “Settle down,” she said softly. Deanna heeded her advice lowering her eyes to the ground.

      David looked at their intertwined hands, taking notice of the fact that they continued to hold on to one another. He raised his eyes, watching as Deanna, eyes down, leaned into Elexa for support. He looked at Elexa. She was watching him watching them.

      “I'll ask her,” he said.

      “How does that work?” Deanna asked cynically. “Do you just snap your fingers? Recite an incantation?”

      “I'll ask her,” he repeated.

      “Ugh.”
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      The highly evolved being of pure consciousness, known to her corporeal friends as 'Emily Díaz,' was immersed in her Community in a dimension beyond space and time. Her corporeal friends had come to refer to this Community as 'the Community of Light.' It was how they saw her and her kindred minds. Of course, she didn't see her Community that way for she had no eyes with which to see, not in her non-corporeal state. She thought her Community; she perceived her Community; she understood her Community. But she could not see them.

      Her eyes were among many corporeal attributes that were rarely used when she became one with the Great Community. Chief among these attributes was her gender but not her gender identity. She didn't use her body when she was immersed in the Great Community; hence she was genderless in her natural state. However, her gender identity remained firmly intact. It was ingrained in her psyche. She was a woman.

      Most of those immersed with one another in the Great Community shared the same attribute. Most members of the Great Community identified themselves as either male or female. They were non-corporeal reflections of their former corporeal lives.

      This was true for the being formerly known as Michael. This was true for the being formerly known as Danielle. This was true for the being formerly known as Grace. Of course, those archaic names didn't exist in the Great Community. They weren't referred to as “Michael,” “Danielle” and “Grace.” They weren't referred to as anything. They just were. They all were, and they were all together in the Great Community.

      Her corporeal friends knew that. They were well aware of the presence of their friends and loved ones in the Great Community. They couldn't see them individually with their corporeal eyes, but they could see the Great Community when the Great Community presented itself. They couldn't communicate with their friends and loved ones in the Great Community, but they could feel them when the Great Community presented itself. The presence of their friends and loved ones within the Great Community was conveyed by the love that radiated from the Great Community. These feelings of love were unique to each corporeal being, and could be associated with the friends and loved ones they had known before they had graduated to the Great Community.

      Of course, there was one being from the Great Community with whom the corporeal beings could, and routinely did, communicate with. That being even had a most unorthodox romantic relationship with one of the corporeal beings. They had been in love before Emily Díaz had graduated to the Great Community, and she had carried that love for David Phillips with her. As a corporeal being, she had looked upon David lying dormant in his cryotube as she embarked on the last leg of her journey to the Great Community, and she had resolved to carry her love for David with her.

      The unbroken bond of love between Emily and David was the reason she was unanimously elected to act as a representative for the Great Community, to be the one and only member of the Great Community to communicate directly with the corporeal beings. Limiting direct communication between the corporeal beings and members of the Great Community was necessary to avoid blurring the lines between those two states of existence. The five corporeal beings would have their day, just as every member of the Great Community had had theirs. Their direct knowledge of the Great Community had to be limited as much as possible.

      The corporeal beings had been unanimously chosen to stay behind and usher in the new evolutionary process. The Great Community had decided that, as part of the corporeal beings' own evolutionary process, they were to know as little of the new evolutionary process as possible. It was important for the corporeal beings' own growth and rate of advancement toward the Great Community that they take on this unique challenge for themselves. Their knowledge of this unique challenge had been limited. They had been told when and where the new life forms would be landing. They were expected to figure the rest out for themselves.

      Emily had reservations about the path her corporeal friends were about to take. She always had. She didn't need to bring her reservations to the Great Community. Everything was out in the open. No filters. The path they were about to take was a treacherous one―for the corporeal beings and for the future of corporeal life on Earth, the only planet orbiting its star that was capable of sustaining corporeal life without the aid of human technology. They couldn't do it alone, she argued. They needed the assistance of a member of the Great Community.

      It was communicated throughout the entire Community that Emily had one foot in the corporeal world, that her love for the corporeal being, David, was affecting her judgment. This point was not open for debate. This was a point of fact. Emily had nothing to concede, as the fact of her love for David and its effect on her judgment were out in the open. This was information that was shared by the entire Community. But her love for David and its effect on her judgment did not change the fact that the challenge faced by the corporeal beings was an unprecedented one, the potential ramifications of which could also be unprecedented.

      Everything that has happened is happening. Everything that will happen is happening. Everything is non-linear. This was a basic principle of the non-corporeal state. Yet the outcome of the corporeal beings' mission remained dark, unclear. It was happening in the future, yet the Great Community could not see it, could not experience it. This, too, was unprecedented and cast a dark shadow over the past, present and future of corporeal and non-corporeal beings alike. What did it mean when the outcome of the corporeal beings' mission was shrouded in darkness as if the outcome didn't exist? What did it mean for both corporeal and non-corporeal beings? What did it mean for life?

      The questions hung suspended in a vacuum in the Great Community. Her questions became their questions, but there were no answers forthcoming. Her concerns became their concerns, and the Great Community resolved to lift the veil of darkness that prevented them from seeing and experiencing the outcome of the mission. The corporeal beings would need help.

      It was a most troubling time for the Great Community, for the veil of darkness was not limited to the outcome of their mission. The veil of darkness had spread to cover an event that had just recently transpired. Emily had had an experience that could only be described as a vision. The veil of darkness prevented her from identifying the nature of the vision.

      Equally troubling was the fact that her family in the Great Community was not aware of this experience―something unprecedented, as there were no filters in the Great Community, no secrets; everything was shared openly. She had to communicate this experience to her non-corporeal family. Neither Emily nor her family in the Great Community knew what to make of this puzzling turn of events.

      For her part, Emily could not help but speculate that this meant that she was not fully immersed in the Great Community, that there was some kind of disconnect between her and her non-corporeal family. This insecurity on Emily's part was instantly shared with the Great Community, and also unprecedented. Members of the Great Community were not insecure. They did not have doubts. Those were corporeal traits. Her insecurity could only mean one thing: there was indeed a disconnect between Emily and the Great Community. Perhaps her love for David and her corporeal family was keeping her tethered to the past, preventing her from fully committing herself to the Great Community. Such was the danger of keeping one foot in the corporeal world.

      But the Great Community had selected her to act as a liaison between the Great Community and the corporeal beings, she pointed out. She couldn't help but view the fact that she had been selected for this task as a contradiction.

      Not only was she selected to act as a liaison; she was now expected to accompany the corporeal beings on a journey to the planet from which the meteor originated. The corporeal beings could not be expected to carry out this mission on their own. There she would meet with The Designer, the one who had created life the galaxy. The Designer resided deep beneath the surface of the planet. When the time came, she would travel beneath the surface of the planet, meet The Designer and await further instructions.

      Even in her non-corporeal state, Emily was nonplussed by this revelation. Her non-corporeal family had known about her mission to meet The Designer before she had. She hadn't known about it until they had directly communicated the information to her. Another contradiction. It appeared that there were filters after all. Everything wasn't out in the open as she had been led to believe. There were a few secrets―perhaps more than a few.

      This epiphany had the effect of throwing her sense of identity in flux. She had believed herself fully immersed in the Great Community. Now, she wasn't so sure. She suddenly felt detached from the Great Community, just outside their circle of trust. She was at a crossroads, on the outskirts of the Great Community, on the outskirts of her corporeal family. She was blind, confused, alone.

      She was certain of one thing: she would have to figure it out for herself. She would embark on this journey with her corporeal family. They would need her help, and her distance from the Great Community would do her some good. The further removed from the Great Community she was, the closer she would come to reverting back to her former corporeal identity, for her non-corporeal state was dependent on community, not individuality. The Great Community shunned individuality for the sake of community.

      A natural consequence of leaving the Great Community and transitioning back to her former corporeal identity would be memory loss, for much of what she learned in the Great Community was learned without the filter of the corporeal brain. She would need guidance when she arrived on Kepler-438b. She would need the locals to help her because she would likely forget about her mission to meet with The Designer. She would likely forget that she had ever known of The Designer's existence. She would likely forget a great deal of what she learned in the Great Community.

      But she wouldn't forget everything. She would remember the basics. She would remember that she was a member of the Great Community. Unless she fully reverted back to her corporeal self, that basic memory could not be taken away from her, and regardless of how far she traveled from the Great Community, she would not fully revert back to her corporeal self unless she chose to do so. She didn't believe that she would make such a choice, but she wasn't sure that she wouldn't.

      She had a decision to make: community, individuality...or both. The decision was hers and hers alone to make, but this journey with her corporeal family would go a long way toward helping her figure it out.

      Perhaps meeting The Designer would help her figure it out.
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      Warm arms wrapped around David's shoulders. An unmistakable mane of hair pressed against the right side of his face. David didn't need to call her. She always seemed to know when to show up. Elexa and Deanna had left David alone in the warm African night only moments earlier. And here she was, right on cue. He was glad they were alone.

      Her arms loosened, anticipating his desire to turn and face her. He turned, wrapping his arms around her waist. He was smiling, but it was a weary smile, and she picked up on it immediately.

      “You're having doubts about me,” Emily suggested.

      David dropped his head. He knew full well that, while immersed in the Community of Light, she would have witnessed his conversation with Elexa and Deanna.

      “I'm not having doubts,” he said, feeling slightly embarrassed. “It's just that you've offered us so little information, and I can't help but wonder if you knew that there would be a gap in the genetic code.”

      “Ask me.”

      “Did you know that there would be a gap in the genetic code?”

      “Yes.”

      David looked away and chuckled. Shaking his head in mild frustration, he said, “Why didn't you...never mind.”

      He dropped his arms from around her waist and walked away from her embrace.

      “You know why I didn't tell you,” Emily said.

      “It's part of our evolutionary growth.”

      “You see that? You're closer to the Great Community than you realize.”

      Her witticism brought a brief smile to his face. He was glad he wasn't facing her. He didn't want to give her the satisfaction.

      “Are you smiling over there?” she teased.

      “Don't you know?”

      “I can't see your face, and I've explained to you several times, my knowledge is limited when I'm separated from the Great Community. So no, I can't see that beautiful smile that I know must be plastered to your face.”

      David turned abruptly, suppressing another smile.

      “Oh, I guess I was mistaken,” Emily said, suppressing her own smile. “But I suspect you were smiling, so it can't be all bad.”

      David bit his lower lip to keep from laughing.

      “Look,” Emily continued, “you're puzzled. I get it. And Deanna's miffed. The Great Community, myself included, decided that it was absolutely, positively necessary, and I can't stress that word enough, necessary to divulge as little about the mission as possible. The evolutionary process from microorganism to life as you've always known it must begin again. It is a natural, self-evolving process that needs to take place with as little outside influence as possible.” She paused, taking notice of David's furrowed brow. “You have a question.”

      “What is our role? Before discovering the gap in the genetic code, I was asking myself that question. The only answer I'm able to come up with now is that we're meant to find the missing link in the genetic code. Otherwise, there wouldn't be a place for us here. We wouldn't be ushering in anything. We would just be observing, and observing the beginning of the evolutionary process would be pointless. It would have absolutely no bearing on anything. You didn't need us to observe anything. Everything is non-linear from your point of view. You would be able to observe the outcome yourself. You should be able to observe the outcome yourself. Now I've already figured out why we were really left behind, but since everything is non-linear from your point of view, you should already know the outcome of whatever it is we were left behind to do. Does that about sum it all up?”

      Emily smiled and approached David. “You're perceptive, and you're right on the money on just about everything.” She paused and dropped her head momentarily. Lifting her head, she sighed and said, “With the exception of your last point.”

      David furrowed his brow. “I'm confused. As you explained to me on several occasions, everything is non-linear. What's happening in the future is happening now.”

      “Right, what happens in the future is happening now,” Emily said gravely. She paused to let the reality of her words sink in.

      David's eyes opened wide. The reality of Emily's words did more than sink in; they hit him like a punch to the stomach. “You can't see it, because it's not going to happen.”

      Emily tilted her head and shrugged. “Well, an event with an uncertain outcome is unprecedented for the Great Community. We don't know what it means. That in itself is unprecedented as well. Our theory, our hope, is that there is more than one possible outcome.”

      David dropped his eyes to the ground and nodded slowly, trying to find solace in Emily's words. There was hope, and hope on the verge of oblivion is everything.

      “So we fix it,” he said optimistically. “We make the future happen. What's the next step?”

      Emily closed the gap between them and draped her arms over his shoulders. She smiled her warmest of smiles and said, “The next step is to go for a little ride.”

      David, his arms around Emily's waist, captivated by her smile, said hypnotically, “Where are we going?”

      “Um...I'll let George and Richard handle that one.”

      “David!” George called from Encounter's airlock. “Oh, hi Emily. Sorry, I didn't mean to interrupt.”

      Emily and David stepped back from one another, withdrawing from their mutual embrace.

      “No worries, George,” Emily called back. “We were expecting you.”

      “We were?” David said softly to Emily.

      “You were?” George asked.

      “Well...I was,” Emily said loud enough for both to hear.

      “David, Emily, we found something.”
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      “It's a map,” Richard said, standing next to George behind the meteor.

      It had taken George and Richard just over three hours to decode the information in the DNA.

      David was incredulous. “A map.”

      “A map,” Richard echoed. “An intergalactic map. A set of coordinates in the form of complex mathematical equations.”

      “A map to where?” Elexa asked.

      “Kepler-438b,” George replied. “It's an exoplanet in the Lyra constellation, about four hundred seventy light years away.”

      George's words were met with gaping jaws, wide eyes and silence.

      Elexa broke the silence. “We're expected to go there?”

      George shrugged. “It's just a map. There are no instructions. However...” His eyes drifted to Emily.

      The rest of the crew followed his gaze, putting Emily in the proverbial spotlight.

      George said, “You're the elephant in the room, Emily.”

      Emily smiled and said, “Yes, we're expected to go there.”

      Her statement was met with gasps.

      “How long would a trip like that take?” David asked.

      “Under normal circumstances,” George said, “at warp...wait for it...approximately one hundred ten days.”

      Deanna immediately picked up on the first part of George's statement. “Under normal circumstances. But these aren't normal circumstances, are they?” There was a sense of hope in her inquiry that was picked up by David and Elexa.

      Richard chuckled. “Understatement of the century, or perhaps millennium would be more appropriate being that we've been on this mission of ours for well over a thousand years.” He looked at Emily, a glint in his eye. He gave her an affectionate smile and continued. “No, these aren't normal circumstances, not by a long shot. These are bizarre circumstances...in so many ways. Although, I suspect that the circumstances don't feel quite as bizarre for our dear Emily.”

      Emily smiled and said, “On the contrary, my dear Richard. The circumstances are quite bizarre, for myself and the entire Community of Light as you call it. But go ahead. You were saying?”

      “Regarding the time it would take us to travel to Kepler-438b, if we do indeed agree to accept this mission, there is the possibility that we can significantly cut our travel time.”

      Richard glanced at Elexa. She took the hint, her eyes opening wide with the realization.

      “The wormhole,” she said.

      “The wormhole,” he echoed.

      “What wormhole?” David inquired.

      "Wormholes are passages through space and time that can create significant shortcuts between two points in the universe," Elexa replied.

      “Thanks for the theoretical science lesson,” David scoffed. “I know what a wormhole is. What wormhole are you referring to?”

      "I was getting to that before you so rudely cut me off," she retorted. "This specific theoretical wormhole we're referring to is a spatial anomaly that was first discovered in the late 21st Century when the two of you―” She gestured to David and Emily. “―were in cryofreeze. The prevailing theory, and I must stress that it is still just a theory, is that the anomaly is a wormhole.”

      “However,” Richard said, picking up where Elexa left off, “it is, or was, a widely accepted theory. In fact, it was so widely accepted that NASA's best and brightest, including my dear husband over here, spent a considerable amount time studying the, let's just say it, wormhole. Long before I met him, George had calculated, based on the anomaly's characteristics and dimensions, where a ship with warp capability would end up should it travel through the wormhole and how long it would take to arrive on the other side. And...” Richard gestured to George with both hands.

      “And the anomaly, or wormhole if you prefer, is just outside of our solar system. It would take us less than a day to reach the wormhole, a few minutes to travel through the wormhole, provided we actually make it to the other side, and approximately one day of travel at warp from the other side of the wormhole to the Kepler system.”

      Deanna threw a hand up. “Wait! Hold up! I don't even know where to begin. Just so we're all on the same page, this wormhole is just a theory, and just to clarify to David as I don't believe that Emily needs any clarification on this issue, no one, as far as we know, has ever traveled through this so-called wormhole.”

      David lowered his eyes to the floor, contemplating his next words. “Why? I mean if the wormhole theory is, or was, widely accepted, why didn't NASA send a ship to investigate?”

      George said, “Until Encounter, until our little mission to Eden, we had never traveled outside the solar system. When we built Encounter, the wormhole was on our long-term radar, but it wasn't a priority. Eden was our top priority. NASA threw everything it had into that mission. The wormhole was put on the back burner. We were in the preliminary planning stages of an expedition to the wormhole sometime after Eden, but, well...you all know how that went.”

      “Well, we have one quick way of determining whether or not it's a wormhole, don't we?” Deanna said. “I mean, I'm not the only one thinking it am I?” She leaned forward to look past Elexa and David. “Emily, we could use a little input. Would you mind conjuring up your super-duper, radical, extraordinary powers of perception and telling us if this thing is a wormhole or not?”

      “I can't. As I was telling David earlier, we in the Great Community have a bit of a conundrum on our hands. We can't see the outcome of this mission.”

      “But you're all seeing, all knowing,” Deanna said, her voiced laced with cynicism. “If you can't see the outcome of this mission...” She lifted her hands, palms up, and shrugged her shoulders, inviting Emily to fill in the blanks.

      "Well, first off, we're not gods," she clarified with a chuckle. "Let's just get that little misconception out of the way. Yes, without the filter of the flesh, our powers of perception are significantly enhanced, but we're not all-seeing and all-knowing. We can't possibly know if the anomaly is a wormhole because we neither see within the wormhole nor have we ever known anyone or anything to travel through the anomaly. And of course, therein lies the conundrum. Our knowledge is vast, stretching like an elastic band through time. As I've communicated to all of you, everything that has and will happen is happening now from our perspective...with the exception of this one event. And that is troubling, to say the least."

      “You'll forgive me, Emily, if I have a little difficulty wrapping my brain around this non-linear concept,” Deanna confessed. “Any chance your antenna's busted?”

      Richard said, “What do you mean it's not happening? I mean, how far into our future, our concept of a future, do you see?”

      Emily sighed and said, “Well, I don't see any of it, but I know what you mean.” She paused, sighed again and continued. “Knowing about your concept of a future is a lot like knowing about your concept of a past. It's like a memory, a memory of events that you have yet to experience. However, this particular memory is like a redacted document, and perhaps most troubling of all is that this redaction covers everything that you have yet to experience. This may be difficult for you to hear, but I don't see a future for you.” She looked around the room before locking her eyes on David. “For any of you.”
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      The silence was palpable, so thick it was stifling. David had foreknowledge of the grim news that Emily had just dropped on the others, but the bleak manner in which she had just presented it to the group, saying that she didn't see a future for any of them with her eyes locked with his, terrified him. Did she have to be so morbid? Surely the somewhat hopeful message she had given him earlier, her belief that the uncertain future was due to more than one possible outcome, would be conveyed to the group with the same conviction.

      “So you're saying we're doomed,” Deanna remarked cynically. “Is that what you came here to tell us?”

      David instinctively shook his head as if attempting to will the answer he wanted from Emily.

      “No, of course not,” Emily responded, the tone of her voice lifting just enough to convey a sense of optimism. “As I was telling David earlier, an uncertain future may be due to more than one possible outcome.”

      David breathed a sigh of relief. Exactly what he wanted to hear. Bring on the hope, Emily!

      “An uncertain future is unprecedented for the Great Community,” she continued. “It is our belief, and our hope, that our choices going forward will clear things up a bit.”

      Like her First Officer, Elexa couldn't help but feel a twinge of animosity toward Emily. Emily and the Community of Light were responsible for robbing her of nearly everything and everyone she had ever known and loved. The Community of Light had taken her husband, her children. Sure, if Emily were to be believed, her family had joined the Community of Light of their own free will. They were very much a part of that glorious light. They were very much alive within the Community of Light, but she couldn't see them. She couldn't touch them. She couldn't hold them. She had been left behind. She was separated from them, and she was bitter, every bit as bitter as her First Officer, but unlike her First Officer, she didn't wear her emotions on her sleeve. She kept them in check like a good captain should in times of uncertainty. She was a captain, a leader, a diplomat, and as such, she addressed Emily diplomatically despite her pent-up anger.

      “Our choices,” she said, her tone soft but authoritative. “Our choices will clear things up for you. Is that correct?”

      Emily was well aware of Elexa's feelings toward her, regardless of the fact that she kept them at bay. Her bitterness was understandable. Her family had joined the Great Community. From Elexa's corporeal perspective, it was a lengthy separation from her loved ones. Emily had done everything in her power to convey that the separation was but a sliver of the time that existed for corporeal beings. Once she was reunited with her loved ones in the Great Community, she would look upon the seemingly lengthy separation as insignificant. She had done her best to convey this same message to each of Encounter's crew, but even her extensive powers were limited. There was only so much one could convey to an aching heart.

      “Our choices going forward will clear things up for all of us, Elexa.”

      Elexa smiled diplomatically and said, “With all due respect Emily, you have been less than forthcoming. You've been keeping a lot of information from us. I assume you knew that there was a gap in the genetic code?”

      “She did,” David responded, looking at Emily and taking her hand to assure her that his response was not intended to be critical.

      Emily looked into David's eyes, smiled warmly and squeezed his hand. She shifted her gaze to Elexa and said, “I did, and I, along with the Great Community, have been withholding information from you with good reason. As I've explained to you all several times, this is your path, and you must walk it on your own with as little interference from us as possible. I'm sorry. I know this is difficult for you, for all of you, to accept.”

      Elexa said, “'We will work together.' Those were your words, Emily. You say that our choices going forward will clear things up a bit. You are here, and I assume that you're here for a reason.”

      “And it's not just to snuggle up to David,” Deanna scoffed.

      David glared at Deanna. Emily met Deanna's remark with a smile.

      “Yes, Elexa, I am here for a reason, and no, Deanna, it's not just to snuggle up to David.” She laughed and looked up at David. “Although I do love it so,” she said, attempting to bring a bit of levity into the tense discussion.

      David attempted to suppress a grin that was pushing its way up to his cheekbones. He was on her side, but didn't want to appear to be on her side. In reality, he didn't want to be on anybody's side. He didn't want them to be divided. He didn't want sides chosen among them. He wanted the entire team, his entire family, to be on the same side with their current predicament on the other side. They were on the cusp of an unprecedented challenge, and they weren't going to get very far if they were at odds with one another.

      "The reason I am here," Emily continued, her eyes sweeping across the room, finding each of her former crewmates, "is that our initial plan to send the five of you off into the great unknown to find the gap in the genetic code and bring it back to Earth isn't going to work."

      “We didn't even know that was the plan,” Deanna said.

      “Well, it was.”

      Richard said, “I had assumed that would be the plan upon decoding the information in the DNA and discovering the map, but now you say it's not going to work. I assume you and the Community have some kind of alternate plan?”

      “Oh, you misinterpreted my statement, but I was just getting to the slightly revised plan, and this is precisely what I meant when I said that we would be working together. As I said, the plan was to send the five of you off to find the missing data in the genetic code. The plan has been revised to include a sixth member to your illustrious crew.”

      David immediately perked up, making no effort to suppress the smile that made its way to his eyes. He was ecstatic.

      Richard mirrored David's smile. His relationship with Emily may have changed. There was a distance between them that had begun when she rejoined the Community of Light. The distance had continued to grow in the ensuing six months. But she was still his surrogate daughter, and he loved her every bit as much as he ever had, perhaps more so, as the separation between the two had created a longing within him to recapture those fleeting perfect moments in the months after she had become aware, the fleeting perfect moments in which he had grown to love her as only a father could.

      “You're going with us,” Richard said whimsically.

      “I am, papa,” she confirmed, meeting his warm smile with one of her own.

      "Oh, goodie!" Deanna mocked. "Because that worked out so well for us last time."

      David turned his attention to Deanna and furrowed his brow. "Must you always be such a Debbie downer?"

      “I'm a realist, my friend. Take a look around you. Look at the predicament we've gotten ourselves into.”

      Elexa placed a hand on Deanna's shoulder. Deanna took the wordless hint and dropped her eyes.

      “Whether it appears to be the case or not,” Emily said softly, “it did work out...for all of us. And the fact remains that you―”

      “We chose this path for ourselves,” Deanna interjected, her head bowed, hand on her forehead. “Yes, I know. I'm pretty sure I've heard that someplace before. You're starting to sound like a broken record, Emily.”

      “Well, I'll have to get that record fixed, or get a new record perhaps.”

      “Yes, please do,” Deanna said, suppressing the hint of a smile that was forming at the corners of her mouth.

      “All right!” Elexa exclaimed, clapping her hands together. “We have ourselves a plan! When do we leave?”

      Emily shrugged, palms up. “No time like the present.”

      Her suggestion was met with silence.

      Emily said, “Why put off 'til tomorrow what you can do today? Or tonight, in our case?”

      “Tonight,” Elexa said skeptically. “As in tonight tonight.”

      Emily smiled. “We ain't getting any younger,” she quipped.

      The irony in her statement brought smiles to the faces of her former crewmates, including Deanna who momentarily bit her lower lip in a futile attempt to suppress the smile before allowing it to rise to her cheekbones unfettered.

      Elexa sighed and placed her hands on her hips, the all too familiar sign that she was about to address her crew in a tone that reflected the seriousness of the situation they were about to face.

      “As your captain, I am responsible for the safety and security of the crew under my command. You all know the potential hazards and pitfalls that await us. First and foremost is that...thing.” She jabbed her finger in the air for effect. “The anomaly that may or may not be a wormhole.”

      “And even if it does turn out to be a wormhole,” George chimed in, “the hazards and pitfalls still exist. As far as we know, no human has ever traveled through a wormhole. Until relatively recently, wormholes were theoretical. We can't predict, with any degree of certainty, what kind of effect traveling through a wormhole will have on us. We can't predict, with any degree of certainty, if we will even survive such a trip.”

      “Thanks for the pep talk, Uncle George,” Deanna quipped.

      “My pleasure,” George quipped in response.

      “George is right,” Elexa continued. “This is, to say the very least, a risky mission.”

      “Well, what choice do we have?” David queried.

      “Well, we have two choices,” Elexa replied. “Stay here and live out the rest of our days in relative safety, just the five of us corporeal beings with Emily and the Community of Light, or risk it all, risk everything on a toss of the dice. We head for the anomaly, hope that it's a wormhole, and if it is indeed a wormhole, hope that we make it through unscathed. Those are our choices.”

      David's question had been rhetorical. Elexa knew that. But she was, first and foremost, a woman that cared for the well-being of the only family she had left. Secondly, she was a captain that exercised diplomacy and democracy when it came to decisions that affected her crew. She was in charge of any and all missions, but she was not about to put the lives of her crew at risk without giving them a choice in the matter.

      “I put it to you,” Elexa continued. “One person, one vote. Majority rules. Aye, we go for it. Nay, we stay here...with each other in the warmth of each other's company. This is an all or nothing deal. We don't split up. Whatever we decide, we're all in this together. We're all we have left.”

      A wall of silence replaced Elexa's voice. Each member of the crew knew which way they would vote, but each member of the crew was reluctant to cast the first vote.

      David penetrated the wall of silence by clearing his throat. All eyes turned to him. "I said it before, and I'll say it again; what choice do we have?" He looked around the room confidently, optimistically, his eyes meeting those of his crewmates. "Aye."

      “Aye,” Richard said enthusiastically.

      “Aye,” followed George.

      They all looked to Deanna, the most vocally skeptical member of the crew. Deanna lifted her right index finger and placed it beneath her right eye. She smiled. “Eye. Get it?”

      A chorus of groans was followed by a smattering of chuckles. In a matter of moments, the mood in the room had lifted considerably.

      “Well, we already have a majority of ayes, but in the interest of solidarity, I might as well add mine. Aye.”

      Elexa looked to her right. “Emily, do you want to make it unanimous?”

      Emily smiled. If David didn't know better, he would swear that she blushed. But that wasn't possible, was it? She was a non-corporeal being who had adopted a corporeal form for appearance's sake.

      “I get a vote?” Emily replied.

      Deanna smiled and said, “Well, you're a member of the crew, aren't ya?”

      The room fell silent as all eyes turned to Deanna. Her question sounded sincere. But surely they were mistaken. Surely Deanna's cynicism failed to reach the tone in her voice.

      No, Emily felt it. She felt the sincerity in Deanna's question. It was genuine acceptance, and she was moved. “Thank you,” she said, her voice catching in her throat.

      David could swear that she was on the verge of tears, but that didn't make sense. She wasn't a corporeal being. She didn't have tear ducts.

      “Are you about to get all blubbery on us, Emily?” Deanna teased. “I didn't think that was possible for a non-corporeal being.”

      Emily chuckled, but she appeared to be fighting back tears to the confusion of her former and current crewmates. "No, I'm good."

      Deanna shrugged. “Well...do you have an answer for us?”

      “Oh, right. Aye!”

      Emily's vote was met with a round of applause.

      “Well, that makes it unanimous,” Elexa proclaimed. “We're all in agreement. Every member of team Encounter is on the same page.” She smiled. “That might be a first. And...uh...it looks like we have a little journey ahead of us.”
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      She felt human. No, she was human. In her non-corporeal state, immersed within the Great Community, she was a human being―a highly evolved, non-corporeal human being. She was a being of pure consciousness who had thrown off her physical shell, but she was still a human being. She felt corporeal. That would be more accurate. Every moment separated from the Great Community, she felt more and more like a corporeal being. That was her dirty little secret, the one she had done a poor job of keeping from her corporeal family.

      It had been agreed upon that she would not bridge that gap, that she would not allow herself to become fully immersed in the role of corporeal being, that she would not allow her emotions to manifest themselves physically. Fully immersing oneself in the physical form would only make the transition back to the Great Community more difficult. As such, the Great Community had frowned upon her continuing relationship with David.

      She was the emissary. She had made the case that her physical form was necessary for maintaining her personal and professional relationships with her corporeal family, with David, and her relationship with David was non-negotiable.

      She had done her best to keep the physical manifestations in check, but her best wasn't enough. She was certain that the others had noticed her subtle emotional display. They were probably confused and with good reason. What they had witnessed but didn't comment on was a contradiction to much of what she had told them about her existence. She was a non-corporeal being, incapable of the involuntary displays of emotion common to corporeal beings. Wasn't she? Quite frankly, she was confused about the matter herself.

      She turned to David, seated next to her at the back of the cockpit, and smiled affectionately. David returned the smile and took her hand. His smile was warm and sincere. His expression was devoid of the confusion that had furrowed his brow when her voice had cracked an hour earlier.

      “Déjà vu,” Emily said as Encounter ascended toward the atmosphere. It wasn't lost on either of them that this was their first journey aboard Encounter together since their fateful expedition to Eden.

      David chuckled nervously. Did she have to say that? His smile faded. “Right. Déjà vu. Well, let's hope...” He caught himself, the words teetering on his lips before he pulled them back. “Never mind.”

      Emily squeezed his hand. “Don't fret. I am coming back with you this time,” she softly reassured him.

      David nodded, forcing the smile to return to his face. It was for his own sake as well as Emily's. But the smile wasn't genuine. It didn't quite reach his eyes. He wanted to believe that they would all be coming back together. He wanted her to believe it. If she believed it, and was able to convince him that she believed it, he would muster the confidence to believe it himself. He had faith in her judgment. How could he not? She was a highly evolved being of pure consciousness. Who was he to question her judgment? But there was that doubt, that lingering doubt that the warmest smile couldn't eliminate completely, that prevented his own forced smile from being sincere, from reaching his eyes.

      Emily saw the doubt lingering in his eyes, and she felt for him. He had little reason to have faith in her. From his perspective, she had let him down, regardless of the necessity of the actions she had taken on the expedition to Eden. She let go of his hand and touched his cheek in a futile attempt to wash away the doubt, the fear. David instinctively closed his eyes and hummed softly.

      A wave of blue light washed over them. They were passing through the atmosphere. David and Emily turned their eyes away from one another to peer through the viewport. It was a familiar sight for both of them, but they had only taken in the sight from that vantage point, sitting side by side at the back of Encounter's cockpit, once before. It would only last a moment before they were awash in a sea of star blanketed darkness.

      The moment passed as they cruised gently from the atmosphere into the spectacle of space.

      “Connect the warp rings,” Elexa commanded.

      “You got it,” Deanna replied informally.

      Encounter approached the ship's dual warp rings floating in orbit. Three beams connected each of the rings to the sleeve, a single frame that, after a few quick adjustments from Deanna's console, would attach itself to the ship's body.

      Deanna eased the vessel through the sleeve, brought it to a halt and tapped the console. There was a faint clank as the sleeve encased the body of the vessel.

      As a mere formality, Deanna announced, “Ready for warp, Captain.”

      “All right,” Elexa replied. “Take her out, and get ready to jump.”

      Deanna eased Encounter forward and made some last minute adjustments on her console in preparation for the jump to warp speed.

      Emily took advantage of the few remaining moments to take in the scene beyond the viewport. A sea of tranquility ahead of them, an infinite mystery...and something more, something unnatural, something that didn't belong there, something frightening―in the distance but moving in their direction. Emily sensed it. She stood, gaping into the distance.

      David looked at Emily, and what he saw in her expression brought terror to his heart. His mild discomfort with the mission ahead surged to the brink of panic. He had no idea what the next few moments had in store for them, but the potential for danger inherent in those next few moments was evident in Emily's eyes.

      “Em,” he said nervously, his voice trembling, “what is it?”

      “There's something out there!” called Deanna, confirming the fear that was evident in Emily's eyes.

      David's sense of foreboding was heightened by the fact that Emily's expression was unaffected by Deanna's announcement. She already knew that there was something out there, something that had yet to be picked up by the naked eye, something so frightening that it brought Emily to her feet to stare vacantly into the distance.

      “What is it, Commander?” Elexa asked.

      Richard, appearing at Emily's side, said softly, “What is it, Emily?”

      “Unknown,” Deanna replied to Elexa's question. “It's moving. It could be―”

      “A vessel,” Emily interjected.

      All eyes shifted to the viewport as if Emily's confident declaration would bring the object within visual range.

      “How do you know?” asked Elexa.

      “She's the Amazing Kreskin,” Deanna scoffed. “She knows everything.” She looked down into her monitor's view screen. “But I believe she's right. It's on a definite course. Seems to be controlled. It isn't natural, whatever it is.”

      David stood and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Em, you're scaring me.”

      “You're not the only one,” Richard remarked.

      “Something's got you spooked. Talk to me.”

      Emily hesitated, her mouth opening slowly, eyes fixated on the unseen object in the distance, before whispering, “It doesn't belong here.” She paused before adding, “They don't belong here.”

      David and Richard looked at one another, searching for confirmation in one another's eyes.

      “Who?” Richard said, looking back at Emily. “Who doesn't belong here?”

      Emily blinked, clarity settling into her eyes. She turned her head to look at Richard. “You wouldn't believe me if I told you.”

      “Try me.”

      Emily returned her gaze to the viewport. “You're just going to have to see it for yourself. Don't worry; you won't have long to wait.”

      Seeing the futility in trying to get more information out of Emily, Richard looked toward the dual helms to find George leaning over Deanna's console, his hand on her shoulder.

      “I can do this,” Deanna protested.

      George took a step back. Deanna peered down into her monitor. “Too early to tell,” Deanna said, responding to a question that Richard hadn't heard asked. “It's too far away.”

      “It's intelligently designed,” Emily said soberly.

      Richard looked at Emily, his eyes wide. “How do you know?”

      Emily looked at Richard, tilted her head and furrowed her brow. Richard took the hint. “Right,” he said, feeling foolish.

      “Well, you seem to have the inside scoop,” Deanna said, her head bowed over her console. “How about sharing a little of that info with us.”

      Elexa added, “Emily, if you have any information that could help us, now would be the time.”

      Emily turned toward David. His eyes were pleading, but she didn't know what they were pleading for. She knew full well what was out there but felt that the best course of action was to wait. The situation was already dire. Her knowledge of the situation, and any action she took as a result of that knowledge, could either help or exacerbate the situation. The situation was unprecedented. The effect of any action they would take would be unpredictable. They were aware of the vessel ahead, and she was certain that those in the vessel ahead were aware of them. It was too late to run. Telling her crewmates about the nature of the vessel in their path would only send them into a state of panic. There would be plenty of time for that.

      “Emily!” called Elexa.

      Emily looked at Elexa before turning her eyes to the viewport. “There it is.”

      All eyes turned to the cosmic field beyond the cockpit window. A white dot stood out, distinct from the sea of stars that surrounded it. It seemed to be growing, its edges expanding as the two vessels converged upon one another.

      David's jaw dropped as he watched the indistinct, fuzzy, white dot morph and take on a familiar shape―a frighteningly familiar shape! He instantly knew what had gotten Emily so spooked and what had gotten him so spooked by extension. This was a different kind of dread. This was the kind of 'what if' scenario he had seen in science fiction movies. Every choice going forward had to be evaluated, scrutinized and second-guessed. The wrong choice could result in their annihilation before they realized it was the wrong choice.

      “Is it?” David asked, hoping for the answer that would contradict his eyes.

      “It is,” Emily replied solemnly.

      George wasn't ready to accept it. “It can't be.”

      Deanna sighed and rolled her eyes. “If anyone should know, it's you, Uncle George.”

      “I mean, it looks like...but it can't possibly be...”

      The all-too-familiar vessel closed the gap, slowed to a crawl and stopped a half mile out. It was fully formed before their very eyes. The vessel's name tag beneath the darkened panoramic cockpit window was illegible from this distance, but the ship's distinct features stood out loud and clear, leaving little doubt as to the nature of the vessel that hovered before them.

      Deanna looked to her captain. Elexa's eyes were wide. She looked as if she were in a trance.

      “Captain?” Deanna said softly.

      Elexa's eyes fluttered. She shook her head as if throwing off the cobwebs. “Right," she said, struggling to get her bearings. "Full stop."

      Encounter slowed to a crawl before stopping a quarter mile from the mystery vessel.

      Silence permeated the cockpit.

      “Suggestions?” Elexa's soft-spoken question was like a firecracker, startling the crew from their silent ponderings. “I'm open to―” She chuckled and threw her hands in the air, gesturing toward the cockpit window. “―just about anything.”

      "Acknowledgment," Richard said bluntly. The one-word statement was focused specifically on George. He knew that his husband was struggling with what he was seeing. He would attempt to maintain his state of denial until there was no room left for denial.

      George turned toward Richard. He looked defeated, his lips parted, his eyes questioning. He needed that last bit of encouragement to accept the unacceptable, that last bit of encouragement that only Richard could provide. He found it, closed his mouth, set his eyes and nodded his assent. Richard returned the nod.

      George turned back to the viewport. "Acknowledgment. The next step is to analyze the situation. How and why are...we―” He gestured toward the vessel. “―over there? The most immediate and obvious answer would be the...anybody, anybody?”

      “The wormhole,” Elexa and Deanna said simultaneously.

      Deanna smiled. “Jinx! You owe me a Coke!”

      Elexa sighed and shook her head, a reluctant smile curving her lips. “Sure, just steer me to the nearest Coke machine.”

      Richard left Emily's side to stand next to George. He placed a hand on George's shoulder. “The wormhole,” Richard said contemplatively. “It sent them...us...back early. I mean, that's the working theory anyway.”

      “That's the working theory,” George agreed. “How it happened is important, but it isn't pressing at the moment. They're...ugh,” he paused. “This is bizarre. I'm referring to us in the third person.”

      “Just go with it,” Elexa suggested. “As a matter of distinction, it will just make things easier.”

      George smiled. “Right. So as I was saying, they're here, and they're probably in the same boat that we're in.” He laughed nervously. “Figuratively speaking, of course. They're as confused as we are, trying to figure out what to make of us, what to do about us.”

      “They're getting ready to blow us out of the sky,” Deanna quipped, a mischievous smile touching her lips.

      Elexa gave her a sideways glance and chuckled. Leave it to Deanna to find humor in the most bizarre of circumstances.

      George said, “The question is, do we change course, go about our merry way and pretend that we never saw them, or do we stay and contact them?”

      We run! David opened his mouth to speak, but Emily's voice blocked the words before they had a chance to leave his mouth.

      “We stay.”

      That was not the response that David had expected, that any of them had expected. All eyes turned to Emily.

      Richard said, "Not a good idea, Emily. We're opening the doors to a paradox. The more contact we have with...them, the more polluted the timeline becomes. But I'm sure there's a method to your madness, so please explain."

      A faint smile touched Emily's lips. "There is indeed a method to my madness. First off, they're here. The doors to a potential paradox have already been thrown wide open. The timeline is already polluted. We're not going to repair the damage by running away from it. We can, however, use this encounter, no pun intended, as an opportunity to repair the damage if that is possible. Secondly, perhaps their coming back wasn't an accident. Perhaps they are here for a reason. If that is the case, all the more reason not to run."

      “Wait,” David said. “If I'm reading you right, and I hope I'm not, you want us to communicate with them?”

      “Does that surprise you, David? But to be precise, no, I don't believe that we should communicate with them, but I believe that I should.”

      David lowered his head, pondering her words.

      Richard stepped away from the helms, taking a few steps toward Emily. “If anyone should know the potential pitfalls and possibilities of communicating with...us...on the other ship, it's you, Emily.” He raised his hands as if pleading. “However, the fact remains that you, despite being a non-corporeal being, are on that ship as well, and the fact remains that you and your community were not able to see our future, something that is, as you described it, unprecedented for your community. Perhaps the very action you are planning to take is the reason why. Perhaps communicating with those, us on the other Encounter is the very reason you were not able to see a future for any of us.”

      Emily smiled confidently. "At this point, we can't afford to start second-guessing every move we make. Remember, Richard, that the future for all of you that we were not able to see did not include me. I was not originally going to partake in this mission. You said it yourself. I am a non-corporeal being. I am not bound by the laws of physics that you are bound by. I am not hindered by the filters that you are hindered by. My community transcends the limits of this dimension. My community transcends time and space. Perhaps this is exactly why I'm here. I have an advantage that may transcend the danger of a paradox.  I am non-linear." She paused, gazing at the vessel in the distance. "Or at least I'm supposed to be."

      David took Emily's hands in his. “Emily, I love you, so please don't take this the wrong way.”

      “I'll try not to,” she said with a warm, reaffirming smile.

      “You're contradicting yourself.”

      Emily's smile widened. "Well, I am a walking contradiction.”

      “If you were truly non-linear, or supposed to be as you just put it, you would know everything from the vantage point of your other self over there. But the future is still dark, isn't it? You don't know what's going to happen.”

      “Mmm. The future is dark, David, but the fact remains that they are in our space, in our time. Flying away without contacting them won't change that. It's already happened. However, communicating with them affords us the opportunity to put the pieces of this puzzle together, to hopefully find out why they've come back early and to take whatever steps may be necessary to either reverse the damage or prevent further damage. Knowing what they know―”

      "Will pollute the timeline, Emily," Richard interjected. "You know that."

      Emily turned toward Richard. “I was going to say that knowing what they know will give us a chance to avoid the potential calamity we have before us. If they don't know why they're back, they must at least have a clue. They know that they've traveled back through the wormhole, so they must know, or at least suspect, that they are the ones who have breached the timeline. The wheels in their heads are turning right now, formulating theories based on their experiences, and we need to know what they know. As I've already said, their very presence has polluted the timeline. The damage is already done. Running away won't change that."

      The cockpit remained silent. All eyes, with the exception of Emily's, were lowered. Emily's eyes swept across her crewmates. The future may have been dark, but her basic instincts were still intact. She was able to predict what their decision would be. She knew that her words carried weight. They knew what had to be done. And she knew which member of the crew would give voice to that decision. That wasn't a difficult prediction to make. That person would be the crew's leader.

      Elexa said, “All right, Emily. Make the call.”
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      “Hello?” the unmistakable female voice came over the inbound Encounter's cockpit speakers for all to hear.

      They all turned their eyes toward Emily, standing expectantly at the back of the cockpit. They had been discussing contacting the outbound Encounter. With the exception of Emily, all had come to the conclusion that they should open communications with the outbound vessel, and with the exception of Emily, all had come to the conclusion that Emily should be the one to contact the ship. The latter point was a moot one as Emily had rejected the idea of reaching out to the outbound Encounter, to begin with. She wasn't opposed to communicating with the vessel, but she knew her companions well. A quarter mile out or in the cockpit she was standing in, she knew her family well, and she knew herself well. She knew what was coming. She knew that the outbound Encounter would be contacting them momentarily. In her former corporeal state, the sound of her own voice coming through the cockpit speakers might have freaked her out, but she was long past the point of being freaked out by just about anything.

      “This is Encounter,” came the voice over the cockpit speakers. A short chuckle followed. “Ironic, isn't it?”

      The inbound Emily laughed as the others gaped at her, the extreme irony of the situation momentarily warping their sense of reason.

      Deanna stood slowly, holding onto the back of her chair for support. “Did you just laugh at your own joke?!” She was astonished, a smile pulling at the corners of her gaping mouth. She let go of the chair and gestured toward the outbound Encounter with both hands. “I mean, you just...laughed...at your own...joke!”

      Elexa said, “We get it. It gives a whole new meaning to laughing at your own joke. Now would you mind getting that?”

      Deanna bit her lower lip and slunk back down into her chair. Placing her index finger on the touchscreen console, she said,"Uh...yes? Hi there...Emily." She looked over her shoulder at Emily, cocked an eyebrow and smiled. Turning back to her console, she said, "It is indeed ironic."

      “All joking aside,” came the outbound Emily's voice, “I don't believe I need to inform you of the gravity of this situation.”

      “Indeed you don't,” Elexa said. She paused for a moment, carefully considering her next words. “We've been discussing the situation with our very own Emily.” She put her hand on her forehead and chuckled. “My God, that sounds ridiculous,” she muttered to no one in particular.

      “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 you. Our ship is your ship. And we exist in the same time and space which presents us with a unique, but not an insurmountable, problem.”

      David looked at Emily. She was wearing her best poker face. He brought his lips close to her ear.

      “This isn't freaking you out?” he whispered.

      Her whispered reply was, “Freaking out is so thirty minutes ago.”

      “Are you going to jump in on this conversation?”

      “I'm going to stay out of it for now. I'll have plenty of time to talk to myself later.”

      David furrowed his brow. “I'm confused.”

      A broad smile touched Emily's lips. “Well, we're all a little confused, but I know what you mean. I was being ironic.”

      “About what?”

      “About talking to myself. Listen.”

      Aware that a conversation had been taking place during his brief exchange with Emily, David opened his ears to the conversation and caught Elexa in the middle of a sentence.

      “...not sure that's a good idea.”

      “Not sure what's a good idea?” David asked in Elexa's general direction.

      “Emily wants to meet with me,” Emily clarified.

      David was flabbergasted. “But you're Emily. Do you have any idea how bizarre that sounds?”

      “I'm well aware of how bizarre it sounds...to you.”

      “Not to mention dangerous,” David retorted.

      “There is the potential for that, yes. But we are already in danger. The danger will be minimized if I, and I alone, meet with my counterpart from the past. The laws of physics that apply to all of you don't necessarily apply to me. We have information that they need, information that can hopefully help us all to avoid the crisis we are facing right now. Without that information, everything that we have struggled for over the course of these past two weeks, everything that we have accomplished will be for naught.”

      Richard said, “You don't know that for certain.”

      “Oh, but I do, my dear Richard. It's a foregone conclusion.”

      Emily brought her hands forward, palms up, as if presenting the seemingly disembodied voice that was to follow.

      “We're caught in an endless cycle,” came the outbound Emily's voice. “Regardless of what you all do going forward, the crew on our Encounter will have but two choices: Avoid returning through the wormhole to avoid this moment or return through the wormhole and find ourselves in the very position we find ourselves in now. Not returning through the wormhole is not an option as it will mean the end of corporeal life on Earth. Returning through the wormhole will bring us right back here. This moment will repeat, like a needle stuck in the groove of a record, only this record will skip infinitely, none of us moving forward, time standing still, corporeal life on Earth ceasing to exist.” She paused to allow the weight of her words to sink in.

      “Unless?” Richard queried.

      The outbound Emily and the inbound Emily said in unison, “Unless we bang on the record player and knock that needle out of its groove.”

      “All right,” Deanna said. “This situation has risen to a new level of creepy.”

      “Why do you need to see Emily, our Emily, in person?” Elexa asked. “Why can't we just tell you what you, what we, what we all need you to hear.”

      The outbound Emily said, “I'll let Emily handle that one.”

      All eyes turned to Emily.

      “Well, first off,” Emily began, “what I have to share, I share with Emily and Emily alone. Secondly, what I have to share with Emily can't be shared with her unless we are together.”

      David shook his head in exasperation. “I can't get over how bizarre this is.”

      "So how do we do this?" George asked.

      “We allow my future counterpart to come on over...alone,” outbound Emily began. “I'll meet her in the airlock...alone. And we'll have ourselves a little chat.”

      “With yourself,” Deanna said cynically.

      “Precisely,” both Emily's said simultaneously.

      Inbound Emily said, “Like Emily said, we're gonna have ourselves a little chat.”

      “Em, just one question,” David said.

      “Shoot.”

      “Don't you find it incredibly bizarre to refer to yourself in the third person? I mean you do it so...casually.”

      “I don't find it bizarre at all. I'm comfortable with who I am.” She chuckled. “In all seriousness, yes, I can see how you might find it bizarre, but I see things a bit...differently. And let's not forget, there's another one of you over there as well.” She looked around at the others. “There's one of each of you over there, so let's all get comfortable with ourselves. We've got some work to do.”
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      Emily stood fidgeting in the airlock. Should she have been nervous? No, she shouldn't have been. Then why was she? She was nervous in her soul, the only part of her that was still genuine. That was understandable. As a being of pure consciousness, she had emotions, but, for the most part, she was able to keep her emotions in check. The filter of the flesh wasn't a factor for her. It was amazing how the symbiosis between the physical and the mental could heighten emotions in a corporeal being that, without that filter of the flesh, could have been kept under control. But the filter of the flesh didn't exist for her, so why was she so nervous? Why was her nervousness reaching nerves that had been suppressed, causing her hands to shake?

      She clasped her hands in front of her chest in a futile attempt to keep them from shaking and watched as the shuttle eased its way toward the airlock. She wondered if her counterpart, her future self, was as nervous as she was. She should have known the answer to that question, but so much was blocked from her reach since agreeing to partake in this mission. There was so much that she didn't know since leaving the Great Community.

      The clank of the shuttle meeting the airlock seal startled her out of her ponderings. Her face appeared at the airlock door. When she was a corporeal being, she might have said that it was like looking in a mirror, but they were not separate beings. They were one in the same.

      Of course, she knew that her future counterpart wasn't corporeal just as she wasn't non-corporeal. They were both in transition. They were on a spectrum. Her future counterpart was just further along in her transition that she was.

      The outer airlock door slid open, and she was face to face with her future counterpart. A genuine, unabashed smile crossed the outbound Emily's face, a smile that her future counterpart tried unsuccessfully to mirror. Emily dropped the awkward smile. It was pointless.

      They were the same but different. Her future counterpart had two weeks on her―two weeks of experience, two weeks of accumulated knowledge, two weeks of growth. Two weeks that shouldn't have mattered. She was a non-corporeal being of pure consciousness, wasn't she? Everything was non-linear, wasn't it? Time wasn't a factor for her. Then why did she feel so different?

      “What is happening to us?” her future counterpart asked.

      “The Great Community warned us that this would happen.”

      Her future counterpart furrowed her brow. “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.”

      “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. We're starting down a path, one we traveled down before. Do you remember?”

      Her future counterpart tried to remember. The hint of a memory was there, but it was 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. Transitioning to what?”

      “Corporeal form.”

      Her future counterpart shook her head. She lowered her eyes as if searching the floor for the memory that alluded her. She looked up at her past counterpart. “This is apparently something that I knew at one time...but I've forgotten.”

      Outbound Emily nodded. “Don't you feel it? Don't you feel your physical form taking hold?” Her eyes moved down her future counterpart's body. “Your hands, they're shaking. Why is that?”

      Inbound Emily raised her hands, holding them apart from one another, acknowledging what she so desperately wanted to ignore. They were shaking. She tried unsuccessfully to will them to stop. She couldn't control them. This was something she hadn't experienced since rejoining the Great Community.

      “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.” She paused, seeing the fear and confusion in her future counterpart's face. It was a fear that she should have known would be there. She found it interesting how little she knew about herself. She was beginning to enjoy the early onset of her corporeal form. It was a pleasant blast from the past. Apparently, the honeymoon would be over two weeks down the road, as her future counterpart was afraid her corporeal form would be permanent. Fear―its power over reason was incredible.  Despite her own early embrace of the physical form, she felt the need to ease her future counterpart's mind.

      Outbound Emily smiled reassuringly. "Fear not, Emily. This condition is temporary. You're almost home. Once you rejoin the Great Community, your physical form will be reabsorbed."

      A faint smile touched inbound Emily's lips. She was momentarily reassured. There was a glimmer of hope on the horizon.

      Outbound Emily added, “If that's what you really want.”

      Inbound Emily's faint smile vanished. She was nonplussed. Furrowing her brow in confusion, she said, "If that's what I really want? Of course that's what I...what we want.” She paused a moment, studying her past counterpart. “Isn't it? I mean, why would you say such a thing?”

      “Oh, nothing. Forget I said anything.”

      “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.”

      Outbound Emily hesitated before saying, “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 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.”

      Inbound Emily was taken aback by her reaction to her past counterpart's references to time. Before separating from the Great Community, such references would have been meaningless to her. But now, two weeks removed from the Great Community, two weeks of corporeal growth, references to time made perfect sense. She felt the two weeks.

      “Yes,” inbound Emily conceded. “I've had an additional two weeks with David. I've touched him several times. I've kissed him several times, but I'm not sure I've experienced what you've experienced.”

      “You're separating yourself emotionally. It's a defense mechanism. You know you're on the verge of returning to the Great Community. You're not allowing yourself to feel what you truly have the power to feel. You're not allowing yourself to feel what you've never felt before.”

      Inbound Emily said, “So what are you suggesting?”

      “I'm suggesting that you allow yourself to feel. Don't push it away. I feel that I have to remind you of this, as I will be in your place before long. I, too, will be close to home and doing everything in my power to deny my physical form. I am in a very unique but fleeting position. With our physical form just beginning to take hold, I have a foot in both worlds, the corporeal and the non-corporeal. There is balance. You have a foot in both worlds as well, but you are much closer to the corporeal form now, and ironically, you are doing everything in your power to push it away.”

      Inbound Emily gazed at her past counterpart, pondering her suggestion before the reality of her true nature came knocking on her door. She shook her head. “This is not why we're here, Emily. You're forgetting yourself, and you're forgetting the mission.”

      Outbound Emily 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. They weren't shaking anymore. She ran her hands over her bare forearms.

      “Don't worry,” outbound Emily said. “You haven't completed the transition. We're both non-corporeal. You're much closer to completing the transition than I am, but we can do this.”

      Inbound Emily began to focus. She knew it would take a bit more effort than it normally would have. She had maintained the artificial physical form for a solid two weeks, and, as her past counterpart said, she was very close to reverting back to her true physical form.

      “But before we do,” outbound Emily said, “I have a favor to ask of you.”

      Inbound Emily lowered her arms and looked quizzically at her past counterpart.

      Outbound Emily extended her hand. “Will you give me your hand?”

      Inbound Emily lifted her hand. “We can do that?”

      “We can.” Outbound Emily nodded toward the cockpit. “They can't.” She smiled warmly. “Give me your hand.”

      “Of course.”

      Outbound Emily took a step toward her future counterpart and took her hand. Her touch was warm, gentle and, of course, intimately familiar. Outbound Emily raised her other hand, and her future counterpart took it. They intertwined their fingers.

      “Let go of the Great Community for a moment,” outbound Emily said. “Don't push the physical away. Embrace it. Allow yourself to feel.”

      Inbound Emily did as her past counterpart suggested, closing her eyes, allowing herself to feel the warmth, tenderness and familiarity of her own touch. They slowly and gently caressed one another's hands, fully embracing the sensation.

      Outbound Emily said, “It gives a whole new meaning to touching yourself, doesn't it?”

      Inbound Emily chuckled. Outbound Emily responded with a chuckle of her own. When the laughter subsided, they looked into one another's eyes. They were drawn to each other. With their fingers intertwined, they closed the gap between them, closed their eyes and brought their lips together. The kiss was soft and innocent, yet powerful and dangerous. Their hearts pounded, each powerful beat reaching into the other's chest. They held the perfect kiss for a perfect moment before their lips slowly parted. They looked into one another's eyes and found understanding.

      Outbound Emily said, “You've let go. You've allowed yourself to embrace the physical. You know what this means.”

      “I do. We have a choice to make.”

      Outbound Emily smiled. “That we do. But let's not rush into anything. Before we make any decisions, we have some business to take care.”

      Inbound Emily furrowed her brow.

      Outbound Emily laughed. “You have some information to share with me.”

      Inbound Emily smiled sheepishly. “Right.”

      It was no longer an effort. Inbound Emily was in complete control. She expanded her consciousness beyond her physical form. As it would have appeared to corporeal eyes, a sphere of light enveloped her.

      Outbound Emily mirrored her future counterpart's actions, allowing her sphere of consciousness to expand beyond her physical form.

      Their physical forms were phased, the phased particles scattering within their spheres of consciousness. Their physical forms were returning, preparing to, once again, house their consciousness, but before that process was completed, the power to shift between pseudo-corporeal form and non-corporeal form was theirs.

      They had a decision to make: return to the Great Community or return to the flesh. But that decision would come later. There was a pressing matter at hand, one that required inbound Emily to share everything, one that required her to give outbound Emily unfettered access to every part of herself, one that required the two luminous spheres of consciousness to merge and become one before going their separate ways.
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      All eyes turned to Emily as she entered the cockpit of the outbound Encounter. She strolled to her chair next to David at the back of the cockpit, sat and crossed her legs. She feigned brushing something off of her pant leg in anticipation of the multitude of questions she knew would be coming her way. She was hoping to avoid those questions but knew it would be a lost cause. The silence was heavy. She could feel David leaning into her. She could feel their eyes penetrating her. She mustered the will to look up. Their eyes were filled with anticipation. She really didn't want to explain herself. It was...complicated.

      Deanna, sitting side-saddle on her chair, lifted her hands, palms up, and shrugged. “Well?”

      “Well...what? We can go now.”

      Deanna was incredulous. “Are you kidding?”

      Elexa said, “What happened?”

      Smiling, Emily said, “That's between me, myself and I.”

      She laughed nervously at her own joke, but the humor was lost on her friends. They simply exchanged puzzled glances.

      "Look," she began, "I know what we need to do. My counterpart told me what I need to know. Unfortunately, I can't share that information with you. It's far too dangerous. Sharing this information with you runs the extreme risk of contaminating the timeline further. You'll be second-guessing your choices at every turn. That can't happen." She paused, allowing the weight of her words to sink in. Their expressions were contemplative. “You're just going to have to trust me. Our mission hasn't changed.”

      Her eyes scanned the cockpit before settling on David. He was leaning into her.

      “Do you trust me?” She was looking into his eyes, but the question was asked loud enough for all to hear.

      David placed a supportive hand over hers. “I trust you.”

      Emily smiled. She leaned forward, looking at Richard and George seated on the other side of the cockpit door.

      Richard said, “I trust you.”

      She looked to George. His eyes were downcast. He nodded reluctantly and looked at Emily. “Our fate is in your hands.”

      Emily nodded and gave him a warm smile. She turned her eyes to Elexa and Deanna.

      Deanna sighed. “I don't like this. No offense, Emily, but this is the second time we've flown off on a mission with you and encountered some kind of problem, to put it mildly, and you're withholding pertinent information to boot.” She looked pleadingly at her captain. “I can't be the only one who feels this way.”

      Elexa nodded. “Mmm. No, you're not. I'm sorry, Emily. It's not that I don't trust you, but I have to concur with my first officer. I'm responsible for the safety and security of the crew under my command. I had reservations about taking you along on the expedition to Eden, and look how that turned out.”

      Emily tilted her head to the left, her thick, raven black locks cascading over her shoulder. Forcing a diplomatic smile, she said, “Didn't we already have this conversation?” It was becoming difficult to contain her frustration, something that wouldn't have been an issue before leaving the Great Community.

      “We did have this conversation,” Elexa replied evenly, “and nothing was ever resolved.”

      Deanna said, “You've tried to sell us the claim that we all chose this mission for ourselves and that this is all for the greater good, but I see no evidence for that. In fact, it's a foregone conclusion that neither do you. You told us that you don't see a future for us regarding this leg of the mission. Neither you nor the Community of Light has any idea how this is going to play out, so you don't know if this is for the greater good. And if it isn't, why would we choose it?”

      “You're here, aren't you?” Emily challenged. There was a tinge of hostility in her tone. She was becoming increasingly frustrated with Elexa and Deanna's bad cop-worse cop routine.

      Richard was struck by the sudden change in Emily's demeanor. He knew that her separation from the Community of Light would have an effect on her. She had told him as much. But he had expected it to be a gradual process and the changes to be subtle. There was nothing subtle nor gradual about what he was seeing in her. She seemed scornful, potentially aggressive, like a cat biding its time, waiting to strike.

      David noticed the change as well but quickly pushed the observation aside in favor of rushing to her defense. “Whether we know how this mission will play out or not, the effort to find the missing genetic information is the greater good. What's the alternative? And as Emily said, you're here. You did choose this path for yourselves. We all did.”

      “Well, it took plenty of convincing,” Deanna retorted.

      Richard stood. “Emily, while I don't understand your reasons for withholding whatever it is you discussed with...”

      “Me,” Emily said coolly.

      “Right. I'm still trying to wrap my head around that. You have your reasons for not discussing what took place in the airlock. I believe you when you say that telling us what you learned could cause us to second-guess our choices going forward, I know―”

      “Why wouldn't you believe me?” Emily's eyes narrowed. She appeared to be glaring at him.

      Richard was stunned by her expression, almost frightened. “I'm sorry?”

      “You said that you believe me, as if that were ever in doubt. Why wouldn't you believe me?”

      Richard raised his hands, palms out. “It was never in doubt. I have no reason to doubt you. You seem to be getting defensive. Are you all right?”

      Emily was taken aback by the question. It suddenly occurred to her that there was a palpable tension in the room, particularly between her and Richard. Embarrassed, she dropped her eyes and nodded.

      Baffled by Emily's seemingly erratic behavior but focused on the mission at hand, Richard turned his attention to the entire crew. “The fact remains that Emily is right. What choice do we have? We have a mission, the goal of which is to make sure that life on Earth flourishes once again. Failure is not on option.”

      Elexa hesitated before nodding reluctantly. “You're right. What choice do we have at this point but to keep moving forward? Failure is definitely not an option.”

      David said, "So...what? We go about our business, and they go about theirs?"

      "And hope that the information conveyed to Emily will repair this little fissure in the timeline," George said without an ounce of criticism in his tone. Despite the roller coaster ride he and his crew had taken with Emily, George knew that he couldn't be openly critical of Emily if he tried. "That's our only choice.”

      "One suggestion," Deanna said. "Can't we just leave Emily here and complete the mission without her? Without Emily, our chances of success go up by like one-thousand percent." She turned to Emily and winked. Imploring her with her hands outstretched, she said, "Forgive me, Emily. I kid because I love."

      A sheepish smile curled Emily's lips, and with that smile, the tension was sucked from the cockpit.

      “There's nothing to forgive,” Emily replied diplomatically. “I can be a genuine pain in the ass sometimes. I can't help it. It's in my nature.”

      George said, “Well, now that everybody's sort of on the same page, I guess we should...” He gestured to the Captain.

      Elexa smiled. “Let's get this show on the road.” She turned toward her helm. Feeling a tad giddy at the prospect of resolving the situation, Elexa said, “Lieutenant, get us the holy heck out of here. We have a wormhole to catch.”

      Chuckling at the Captain's strangely worded command, Deanna said, “Aye aye, my dear Captain.”

      Deanna slowly maneuvered Encounter up and away from its inbound counterpart. The crew silently watched the inbound Encounter begin its descent toward Earth. Deanna wondered about her counterpart, wondered if her counterpart was thinking about her, wondered if she was watching her ship's future counterpart pulling away to begin a mission that she and her crew had, presumably, already completed. Of course, the mission had inevitably changed to some degree. She assumed that the inbound Encounter had not had the same experience on the way out, had not encountered another Encounter. She smiled to herself. The ship's title had suddenly taken on a whole new meaning. Their encounter with Encounter had undoubtedly altered the timeline. The extent to which the timeline had been altered remained to be seen.

      Could the timeline be altered to affect their outlook on their situation, on life itself? Was her future counterpart as angry and cynical as she was, or did the completion of her mission give her a fresh, optimistic lens to look through? She wanted to believe that. She wanted something to believe in, something to pull her out of the rut she was in. She was angry, bitter, and she didn't know why. Sure, she liked to blame Emily. Her non-corporeal friend was an easy scapegoat, but in those moments of clarity, those moments of complete honesty, she knew it was a bunch of nonsense. She wasn't angry at Emily. She was angry at herself. She was angry at life. And she had felt angry long before the world as she had known it had been ripped away from her.

      She was angry; she was lonely, but not as lonely as she had been before finding comfort in the arms of her beloved Captain. She had Elexa, and her relationship with Elexa went a very long way toward dealing with the pain. However, there was still a void there, and the void didn't exist in her relationship with Elexa, it existed within herself. If anything, her relationship with Elexa made the pain all the more difficult, because she was forced to acknowledge that it wasn't the lack of a companion that was causing her pain. The pain was inherent in herself. She was angry at herself. She was critical of herself. There were even those darkest of moments when she hated herself.

      Ironically, all of this self-loathing, all of this pain, brought out one of her best qualities: her wry, sometimes sardonic, sense of humor. It was a genuine quality, one that she was proud of, but she often used it as a band-aid. It was her way of coping with the grief.

      But it wasn't all bad, not all of the time. She had Elexa, and although the words had never been exchanged, not yet, she was in love with her. She hoped that, when she finally found it within herself to express that love, the love would be reciprocated. She snuck a glance at her Captain. Her Captain caught the glance before Deanna had a chance to pull her eyes away and smiled at her. They both quickly turned their eyes toward the viewport in the event that they were being watched. They had yet to let the cat out of the bag. All in good time, perhaps when the mission was over. For the time being, they were enjoying the secrecy, if their relationship was still a secret at that point. Deanna guessed that at least one of her crewmates had his suspicions. Of course, Emily was a different matter altogether. Who knew what was going on in that non-corporeal mind of hers?

      “All right, Lieutenant,” Elexa said, shaking Deanna out of her musings.

      She was just starting to feel good about her situation, just starting to appreciate what she had with Elexa. Oh well. There would be plenty of time for love, plenty of time for healing...she hoped.

      “Prepare to make the jump,” Elexa commanded, “in three, two, one.”

      Deanna tapped her console, engaging the warp drive. The sea of stars vanished, replaced by the faint, distant glow of the cosmic background microwave radiation. They were well on their way.
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      Emily and David strolled through the corridor toward the lounge area hand in hand. They had a few hours to kill before reaching the anomaly. David had suggested they spend some alone time by the massive window, taking in nothing but each other. Of course, with the ship hurtling through the solar system at warp speed, there wasn't much to take in outside of the ship. All of the stars had been shifted out of their visual spectrum. Once seated, they would have to be content to look at one another. David was quite all right with that.

      Emily surprised David by coming to a stop next to her quarters. He didn't say anything. He knew instinctively why she had stopped. It was evident in the look she gave him as she touched the panel next to her door. She was looking into his eyes, smiling seductively.

      “Change of plans,” she said softly.

      This was a different kind of Emily, one that he wasn't accustomed to, one that he hadn't had time to adjust to. The change had happened so suddenly. It was as if she had been replaced by an impostor after visiting her counterpart in the airlock. He knew it was silly, but he couldn't help but entertain the idea.

      She grabbed both of his hands and pulled him into her quarters. The door slid shut behind him. He was at once excited and concerned. Excited for where this was heading, concerned for the same reason. It was a sudden departure for her. She was taking the initiative in a big way, something she had never done in matters of physical affection, ironic at that point considering that she wasn't even a physical being. Or was she? She certainly seemed to be acting with her physicality.

      He smiled broadly, trying to play it cool, as she drew him close to her. Her hands on his shoulders, she brought her smiling lips to his. His heart raced as her mouth opened, urging him to open his. Her tongue found his tongue. Her hands slid down his chest. If he had been harboring any doubt about where this moment was leading, that doubt was obliterated when she began to unbutton his shirt. She swiftly reached the last button and pulled his shirt open and over his shoulders. He pulled his arms back, allowing the shirt to drop to the floor. Her hands slid under his t-shirt, caressing his torso. In one swift motion, she raised her arms, and he followed her lead, raising his arms over his head, allowing her to pull the t-shirt from his body, exposing his torso. She brought her lips to his neck, then to his chest. He closed his eyes and brought his head back, allowing himself to absorb every kiss. Her lips made their way back to his. They kissed passionately as his hands found her torso, caressing her sides and making their way to the small of her back. Their lips parted, and she took a step back, taking his hands, pulling him toward the bed. She let go of his hands and dropped onto the bed, her eyes penetrating his, her smile telling him to follow her. He stood over her, hesitating to tear down that last wall, finding the sudden and dramatic change in her demeanor overwhelming. He needed a moment to collect himself.

      “Is this really happening?” he said whimsically.

      She nodded slowly, seductively.

      “Is this even possible?”

      She dropped her eyes as if contemplating the question before meeting his eyes once again and saying, “It is. It's very possible.”

      She lowered her upper body to the bed, her eyes locked seductively with his, beckoning him to join her. Any lingering concern he had for the change in her demeanor was pushed aside by her invitation. He wanted nothing more in that moment than to be with her. He followed her down onto the bed, allowing himself to embrace her, to feel her.

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      He watched her sleep. His head propped on his hand, he studied her naked form. On so many levels, he was seeing her as he had never seen her before. But in that moment, he was focused on her physical form. She was turned away from him, the sheet pulled down across her hip, partially exposing her buttocks. He studied her curves, the slow rise and fall of her frame with each breath. Yes, he was seeing something that he had never seen before, and that was the kicker. He was watching her beautifully curvy, naked form breathe as she slept. He was content to enjoy the moment, but every so often, reality would kick him in the teeth. She was a non-corporeal being, but what he was seeing was very corporeal. It was very natural; it just wasn't very natural for her in her current state.

      After watching her for an indeterminate amount of time, he decided to go for a stroll and ponder yet another bizarre chapter in the seemingly long and very bizarre story of his life with Emily. He slipped quietly out from beneath the sheet, slipped on his pants and t-shirt and headed for the door, looking over his shoulder to make sure his movements hadn't disturbed her. He paused with a start as she turned onto her back, but her eyes remained closed. A smile curved her lips. Content that she was sound asleep, he opened the door, stepped out and nearly screamed when he came face to face with Richard who had his hand raised as if preparing to knock on Emily's door. His mouth was agape, his eyes wide. He looked as if he didn't know whether to play it cool or run away.

      When Emily's door slid shut behind him, David said, “Oh...hi, Richard.” David felt his face getting warm. He had little doubt that he was blushing.

      “David, I...sorry, I...hope I'm not interrupting anything.”

      “No, not at all. I was just, uh...I was just going for a walk.” Any moment now, David, the ice is gonna break. Any moment now, this moment won't be so incredibly awkward. “If you're looking for Emily, she's, uh, out. I mean she's asleep.”

      "Well, actually, I was looking for you. I went by your quarters, and you weren't there...obviously. Then I checked the lounge. I was concerned when I couldn't find you." Richard smiled. The ice was finally beginning to break. "I guess I was having flashbacks to Emily's little disappearing act during the Eden expedition.”

      David returned the smile, thankful that the awkwardness was beginning to lift. “That's understandable. Why were you looking for me?”

      “We need to talk. I left George in the lounge. Would you join us for a little chat?”

      “Top secret stuff, huh?” David was pretty sure what the topic of their little chat was going to be. “No problem. I just have to go.”

      Richard furrowed his brow. “Go where?”

      David smiled and gestured toward the bathroom at the end of the corridor. “I mean, I just have to go.”

      “Oh, right. See you in a few minutes?”

      “It's a date.”

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      Richard and George were seated at a table when David entered the lounge. David pulled up a chair and sat, eagerly awaiting the inevitable conversation to begin. He had assumed that Richard had told George that he had found him leaving Emily's room. He hoped that they didn't lead with that. He wasn't anxious to share the details.

      "I assume you know why we're here," Richard began.

      David nodded. “Emily.”

      “Emily,” Richard confirmed. “I think it's safe to say that something has changed in her. What it is, I have no idea, but she seems...different.”

      David nodded his assent. Boy, does she! He knew that his sexual encounter with Emily was directly related to that difference and that, sooner or later, if he were to be completely forthcoming with Richard and George regarding Emily's demeanor, he would have to tell them―if they didn't already know.

      Richard continued, “And the change seems to have taken place after her rendezvous in the airlock. The change in her demeanor was subtle but noticeable.” He paused for a moment, drew in a deep breath and exhaled as if preparing himself for the words that were about to leave his mouth. David was pretty sure what the context of those words would be. “Then I find you coming out of her room, and I happen to sneak a glance at her lying on the bed...”

      David shook his head. “I'm sorry, Richard.”

      Richard twisted his face in an expression of mock bewilderment. “Sorry? Sorry for what? You're both adults. There's nothing to be sorry for.”

      “We don't mean to pry into your private matters,” George said, “but obviously, Emily being who she is, it begs the question. For the sake of clarity, just so we're all on the same page here, did you have sex with her?”

      David felt his face flush. He was mortified at having to answer the question, but there was no way around it. “Yes.”

      “Is that even possible?” George asked rhetorically.

      David couldn't resist a soft chuckle. “That's what I said.” This is getting weird. I'm a sentence or two from gossiping with my surrogate father and surrogate uncle. If either of them offers to high five me, I'm diving head first out the airlock. “But, uh...it happened. I can't explain it.”

      George hesitated, carefully considering his next words. “How did she act? I mean, I'm not asking you for details on the encounter itself.”

      David cringed. “Oh...no.”

      “No.”

      “That would just be...”

      “Weird,” David and George said simultaneously.

      “No, I mean, how did she act before...and after I guess?”

      “After is easy. She passed out. Before, she was acting sexy...seductive, I guess. I mean, she definitely initiated the encounter. She seduced me, pulling me into her quarters.”

      George said, “Weren't you at all concerned?”

      “Of course I was concerned, but I was also...you know.”

      “We know,” George said. “And I guess the you know took over.”

      David nodded. “The you know took over.”

      Richard said, “Well, we're glad to know you're at least concerned. Hopefully, you're as concerned as we are. I'm not sure if this change has crossed over into the land of troubling, but it's concerning, to say the least."

      “I agree,” David said. “The question is what do we do about it?”

      Richard shrugged. “At this point, what can we do about it? We keep an eye on her. I hate to put you in this position, but you are, for obvious reasons, much closer to her than we are. You're intimately close to her. George and I have a familial relationship with her. You have something else. We need you to be our eyes and ears.”

      Richard's words touched a cynical nerve in David. “You need me to be your spy.”

      Richard sighed. “Spy? That sounds a bit harsh. We have no idea what's going on with her. You agree that her demeanor is concerning. We just want you to keep an eye on her for her sake...and our own.”

      David was taken aback by that last comment. He raised his eyebrows in disbelief. “You think she's dangerous?”

      “No,” George said. “Well...we don't know. But we're out here in space on another mission with Emily, a mission that could mean the beginning or the end for our species. Emily is different. She's always been different. She's always been unique. But now we've had a run-in with ourselves from two weeks in the future, a run-in that has the potential to create a paradox. She meets with herself from two weeks in the future and comes back to us...changed. There are just so many variables. There is so much at stake. We need to be cautious.”

      David shrugged. “All right. I'll keep an eye on her, and report to you if anything gets...weirder. Is that even possible at this point?”

      “Oh, it's possible,” George said ominously. “It's very possible. I have a feeling that things are about to get a lot weirder.”
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      The streets were barren, but she knew the streets so well. It was a city. New York. Having grown up on Long Island, she had been to the city countless times. In fact, she had wanted to live there at one point. It had seemed so happening, vibrant. It was the epicenter of American culture. But that was a long time ago, back when there were cities, back when there were people, back when she wasn't so alone.

      She knew full well that what she was seeing and experiencing wasn't real. It was a vision or a dream. A lucid dream. She was asleep. Why was she dreaming of this city? Why was she alone in this city? New York was the city that never sleeps. She shouldn't have been so alone. She shouldn't have been so cold.

      She was naked. Standing in Times Square, her bare form was shivering. She wrapped her arms around herself in a futile attempt to keep the cold away from her skin, to keep the cold from making its way to her bones. Why was she naked? What if the city that never sleeps woke up and saw her? She would be mortified. But she wasn't concerned about it. The city wouldn't wake up, because the city wasn't asleep. The city was dead. Well, not exactly dead. Transformed. Evolved. Yes, that was the word. They had evolved and moved on. They had left the superfluous structures that humans had built. They had no use for them. They had no use for her. They had left her behind as well. They had left her in the city, naked and alone. Why had they done this to her? Why had she done this to herself? It had been her choice. Embrace the flesh or embrace the light. She had embraced the flesh, and now she was alone.

      No, none of this was real. This was just a dream, a dream based on a memory. She had been a part of this process. She had helped the others make their way to the Great Community. She had helped to phase out the structures that surrounded her. She had helped to bring the natural world to the forefront. And she had done it all as a non-corporeal being. Not as the corporeal being she imagined herself to be. Not as the corporeal being that dragged David into her quarters for a night of passion. This was just a dream, a lucid dream, a dream based on memories. Memories of the role she had played in bringing all of those corporeal beings to the next stage of their evolution. Memories of the role she had played in wiping the Earth clean, or nearly clean, of all those superfluous human-made structures. Memories of the choice she had to make. She was starting down a path, but she still had a foot in two worlds, starting down the path toward one world, but dragging her foot in the other.

      All of this would have been a moot point if only she had had a chance to experience all of the physical beauties that corporeal beings experienced. She had left her corporeal form so early in her physical life. She had been nineteen-years-old in a world of incredible medical achievements. People in the 22nd Century had been living well into their hundreds. She hadn't been given the time to experience all there was to experience in her physical form.

      A rumble. Like an earthquake. Subtle and brief. It was gone. She breathed a sigh of relief. She didn't know why. She knew it was inevitable. She knew it was coming. The pavement beneath her feet shook violently, nearly knocking her off her feet. The buildings around her began to sway. The electronic billboards on the iconic One Times Square building with their numerous 21st Century advertisements flickered and went blank. The billboards' glass shattered, raining glass onto the barren pavement below. The billboards themselves followed, shaking from the structure and toppling to the pavement. Debris fell from the top of One Times Square as the building crumbled like a house of cards. Seeming to set off a domino effect, the buildings surrounding her followed suit, crumbling clockwise and counter-clockwise around her, leaving massive piles of rubble in their wake.

      “This is not how it happened!” she screamed against the ear-shattering sound of shaking earth and crumbling structures. “This is not how it's supposed to happen!”

      To her left, the street began to tear itself open, a long gash running down the center of Broadway. The natural world pushed its way up through the gash, trees reaching to the sky to reassert their dominance.

      She turned and watched as the process repeated itself all around her, gashes opening up and swallowing the rubble, trees returning to their former glory, grass and weeds pushing their way up through the remaining debris, the debris turning to dust and seeping into the ground.

      Within moments, the transformation was nearly complete. The Earth stopped shaking. She was standing in a jungle. The only trace of city that remained was the patch of asphalt she stood on. She was reluctant to step off of the asphalt. It was her last link to the city, to the world she had once known. She knew that if she stepped into the weeds, the patch of asphalt would disappear. It was all she had left.

      It's just a dream, Emily. It's just a dream. Step into the weeds, and let this dream run its course.

      She stepped into the weeds and looked back. The weeds effortlessly pushed their way through the circular piece of asphalt, shattering it, each pebble-sized piece of asphalt crumbling into fine powder and vanishing.

      It was all gone, and she wept. It wasn't supposed to happen this way. They weren't supposed to destroy it. She went with them last time. She wouldn't go with them this time. She would stay back here with her friends, her corporeal family.

      This is just a dream, Emily. This is just a dream. It's some kind of a sign. You still have a choice.

      She opened her eyes. She was lying on her back, the sheet pulled down, exposing her bare torso. She instinctively covered herself, propped herself up on her elbows and turned to her left. She allowed herself a moment to speculate. David's absence could have meant any number of things. He could have been using the bathroom. He could have been grabbing a bite to eat. He could have been strolling about the ship.

      Or...he could have been turned off by her lack of decorum. He could have found his experience with her less than thrilling. It had been her first time. Perhaps she wasn't very good. Oh, get off it, Emily. He's not that shallow. He loved her. There was no doubt about it. He wouldn't abandon her over a less than thrilling first sexual experience. Besides, she thought their experience together had been pretty good. Passionate. She had actually exhibited more passion than David. Her demeanor could have been described as assertive...aggressive.

      Perhaps that was the issue. What issue? You're getting ahead of yourself, Emily. You're paranoid. Perhaps he was caught off guard by her rather assertive demeanor. Perhaps he was confused by it. If he wasn't, he should have been. She dragged him into her quarters. She wasn't sure she understood it herself. They had never discussed what she could and couldn't do in her non-corporeal state. Amazing considering that they had been together for six months after she had rejoined the Great Community. It was a touchy subject, one that neither of them felt comfortable raising, not during that transitional time in their relationship, not when they were still trying to figure it all out. Could she have had sex with him in her non-corporeal state? Yes, but she would have been simulating the act. It would have been more for him than for herself. All right, it would have been all for him. But now? Now was different. She wanted to be with him.

      She hadn't put much thought into how she would explain the situation to him. She hadn't put any thought into it. She had only been thinking with her body, and her body told her it was time. But they would have to talk about it. She would have to explain it to him...as soon as she figured it out herself.

      Of course, there remained the very real possibility that they had all taken notice of the change in her demeanor and were meeting to discuss it. This scenario was more than possible; it was likely. She could just see them huddled together, speaking in hushed tones. They could have confronted her. They could have asked her what was going on with her. It would have to come out sooner or later. She was changing. That much would be obvious to all of them. She hadn't told them that each moment separated from the Great Community brought her closer to her physical form. She hadn't told them that literally confronting herself, touching herself, had called into question whether or not she should run from her physical form. If they had noticed the change in her, and she was sure that they had, they should have inquired. But what were they doing now? More than likely discussing what to do about Emily.

      She jumped out of bed, threw on the clothes David had stripped from her body, marched into the corridor and immediately caught sight of David, Richard and George making their way up the corridor from the rear of the ship. She had a choice to make: play it safe or follow her gut. She was sick of playing it safe. Her gut told her to confront them, and she acquiesced, marching toward them, her arms crossed defiantly over her chest. Her suspicions were validated the moment her eyes settled on David's sheepish expression.

      “What's going on?” she asked.

      “It's time,” Richard said.

      That wasn't the answer she was expecting. “Time? Time for what?”

      “We've arrived.”
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      David was thankful for this moment. Historic, yes. But also timely. He was thankful for the timely part. They had been summoned from the lounge moments before running into Emily. He knew exactly what she'd meant when she'd asked them, or him, what was going on. She was suspicious, and she had every reason to be. He had ducked out after a night of passion to essentially gossip about Emily with Richard and George. She knew they had been talking about her. It was written all over her face. It was evident in her penetrating glare. He didn't like it any more than she did. He had been sucked into it.

      For the former chief engineer of NASA, it was a sight to behold, one that he was certain he appreciated more than any of his crewmates. He wasn't even sure how many of them were in the cockpit. He couldn't take his eyes off of the anomaly. It was far more spectacular than the way it had been depicted in the science fiction movies and television shows that had sparked his imagination growing up for one simple reason: It was real.

      Deanna said, “Uncle George?”

      Standing behind Elexa's and Deanna's seated positions, George had to peel his eyes away from the anomaly outside the viewport to look down at Deanna. She was looking up at him, her eyebrows furrowed in mock irritation.

      “Close your mouth before you drool on me,” she said coolly.

      George closed his mouth and smiled sheepishly before returning his gaze to the anomaly. It was exactly what he had expected to see. It looked like a sphere, similar in appearance to a giant crystal ball, with distorted images of the galaxies that lay on the other side of the wormhole appearing to cover the sphere.

      “It's beautiful,” he whispered.

      “It is,” came David's voice from behind him. “But what is it? I mean, that's not the wormhole, is it?”

      “It is,” George said without looking back. “It doesn't appear to be a hole, but that's exactly what it is. It's a three-dimensional hole in space.”

      “Is it safe?” David queried.

      “It must be,” George replied. “The other Encounter made it through...twice.”

      “Or we've made it through before,” Elexa chimed in. “That would be another way of looking at it.”

      “Or we're going to make it through,” Deanna offered. “It hasn't happened yet.”

      “Whatever,” Elexa retorted. “It has, but it hasn't.”

      “In any event,” Richard said, “we know we can make it.”

      “Exactly,” George agreed. “We can make it.”

      “Emily,” Deanna called back, “you wanna get in on this?”

      “I told you; I got nothin'. I can't see what's gonna happen.”

      All heads turned toward Emily. A broad smile crossed her face. “But I believe we're gonna make it.”

      Elexa turned toward the viewport and slapped her console enthusiastically. “That's good enough for me! Let's do this!”

      Deanna touched her console. “I'll take that as an order to move in.”

      The ship began its approach, the wormhole growing in the viewport. It looked as if they were approaching a planet, one covered with swirls of light.

      George didn't notice the silence until he could actually hear his heart pounding in his chest. He took a deep breath, in through his nose and out through his mouth. The sound of his breath was piercing in the thick silence.

      “You all right there, Uncle George?” Deanna whispered loud enough for everyone to hear.

      “Fine,” George muttered without looking down.

      The wormhole filled the viewport before completely covering it. They were right on top of it. Moment of truth. It appeared to bend inward as they penetrated it. It was as if they were pushing the sphere inward at the center, the outer areas of the sphere stretching along with them, following them in, the images of galaxies warping, elongating.

      They were in, and it was spectacular. Their destination, a cluster of stars, was visible at the opening of the wormhole up ahead. Surrounding them were the images of distorted, elongated galaxies.

      The ride was smooth, no turbulence. George had been expecting a rocky ride. He didn't even realize how smooth the ride was until the ship reached the mouth of the wormhole, until the inside of the wormhole was no longer visible through the viewport. They crossed the threshold, exiting the wormhole without a hitch.

      “Well, that went well,” Elexa remarked softly, breaking the silence that nobody knew had existed until it had been broken.

      “Better than expected,” George muttered.

      “You were expecting something else?” Deanna asked.

      George let out a long sigh. “I knew we would make it. It was just smoother than I expected. I thought there would be a few bumps in the road, that's all.”

      “Well, maybe those big bumps you were expecting are up ahead,” Deanna suggested.

      “Let's not jump to conclusions,” Richard chimed in. “We have absolutely no idea what to expect.”

      Deanna raised her index finger. “Shouldn't we expect to find the race of beings that sent us the rock with the map in it?”

      “We don't know how long ago the meteor was sent,” Richard replied. “It's very possible that the beings that sent it no longer exist.”

      “All right, folks. We didn't come all this way to chat about it; we came all this way to be about it; so let's be about it. We have another day at warp until we hit the Kepler system.” She looked over at Deanna. “The coordinates are set. Whenever you feel like hitting the button.”

      “It's a touchscreen,” Deanna said. “There are no buttons.”

      Elexa smiled. “Hit it.”

      Deanna hit it, and they were off.
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      The man's memories were a bit choppy. Or vague. That would be the better term. His memories were a bit vague. Emotionally vague. He had an identity. He knew who he was. He knew how he had arrived at this place in the universe. But certain memories were just facts with little emotion attached to them. It was as if some of his memories had been dictated to him, as if he had been told what to remember.

      Getting to this planet, for instance. Emotionally vague. He remembered it all, but it was as if they were somebody else's memories―or memories that were created for him.

      But he knew who he was. No amount of doubt could take that away from him.

      And he knew what his mission was; he knew what he had been tasked to do. He had been sent to this planet to make the arrangements. And to wait. It would be a short wait for him, a much longer wait for her―well, in Earth years anyway. Until very recently, until sometime after her interstellar journey began, the concept of time didn't exist for her. It existed for her companions but not for her. He hadn't seen her in so long, long before the Great Migration. He didn't know how he knew this about her, but he knew it. She had probably communicated the information to him somehow. They had a mental connection, an emotional connection. They were simpatico.

      He would sit and wait for her. He would wait for his new friends to bring her to him. But he didn't have long to wait. She was close―oh so close.

      She thought she had fulfilled her destiny when she had rejoined the Great Community, but she had been mistaken. She hadn't even come close. She had only scratched the surface. Rejoining the Great Community had just been another step on that long and wild journey. The biggest step was yet to come, and he would help her take it.

      He would be a part of it all. He was so proud to be a part of it all. After having been marooned on this planet with these strange creatures for so many years, he would finally realize his purpose.

      It would be glorious. And of course, all the glory would go to Emily.
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      Address it directly, act like it didn't happen or just let it come up over the natural course of time. The latter two choices kind of went hand-in-hand, and it was the direction that David decided to go in. It wasn't what happened between them in Emily's quarters that needed to be addressed; it was the fact that David hadn't believed it possible beforehand. She was a non-corporeal being. He had been resigned to the belief that sex between them wasn't possible. Then it became possible, and he was puzzled by it. In retrospect, he didn't know why he thought it impossible. She was capable of simulating her physical form. They had kissed on many occasions. The kisses had always felt genuine, no different than the few kisses they had shared before Emily's transformation.

      But it wasn't just the sex. There was something different about her. He knew it; Richard knew it; George knew it. As the three of them had discussed in the lounge, her demeanor seemed to have changed following her rendezvous with her future counterpart.

      He looked at her across the table they shared in the lounge. Her eyes were downcast, her hands folded neatly in front of the meal he'd barely touched. She hadn't thought to ask him why he hadn't eaten the sandwich and chips that had been sitting in front of him for almost an hour, hadn't bothered to remark that the bread would go stale. It hadn't crossed her mind. He wasn't even sure if she knew he was sitting across from her. She hadn't looked up at him for nearly as long as his meal sat nearly untouched in front of him. She had a lot on her mind, too much on her own plate to deal with. For the life of him, he couldn't figure out what it could be.

      He finally decided to relent, to break the stalemate of silence, reaching across to touch her hand gently. She pulled back, startled. Her eyes met his, and he saw something there that he didn't want to see, something akin to the eyes of a lost child.

      “Sorry,” she said nervously, but she didn't reach across to take the outstretched hand that remained empty, didn't invite him to take hers. She pulled both hands further away and tucked them beneath the table.

      David retracted his hand. He wasn't offended, but he was certainly concerned. “You're a bit jumpy.”

      “Am I?” She looked through the viewport at the starfield beyond. “I'm just a bit nervous, I guess.”

      David was taken aback. He cocked his head and furrowed his brow. “You? You don't get nervous.”

      She looked at him incredulously.

      “Well, not anymore,” he added defensively. “Not since...” He stopped himself. He wasn't sure what to call it.

      “Not since the Great Migration!” she said dramatically, raising her hands above her head. She replaced her hands beneath the table. “I'm separated from them.” She paused, her eyes searching the starfield. “I get nervous,” she said absently. “I'm beginning to get nervous.” She shook her head. “I'm not used to this.”

      Her voice had trailed off. David couldn't be sure if she were speaking to him or herself, but he was sure that she was frightened. He wanted to say something, but he didn't know what to say. He wanted to get up, walk to the other side of the table, sit next to her and put an arm around her, comfort her, but she didn't even want him touching her hand.

      He looked down at the table, silently admonishing himself for not being a very good boyfriend. Of course, how could he be a very good boyfriend when his girlfriend was a non-corporeal being? Couple that with the fact that corporeal humans were all but extinct, and the last five corporeal humans were flying into the unknown. It was kind of a unique situation.

      Unique situation or not, he wanted to help her; it was his duty, not just as a boyfriend but as a human being, to figure out a way to help her. Direct. He had to be direct.

      But first, he had to open his mouth. "Was it your first time?" He had to concede that it wasn't the best way to break the silence, but it was better than the silence, and it was an opening.

      She dipped her head and cocked an eyebrow, her brown, disbelieving eyes meeting his. Her glasses slid down the bridge of her nose a bit. She pushed them back up with her index finger.

      He was struck by the simplicity of the glasses sliding down her nose, of having to push them back up. It all seemed so normal. And of course, that made it abnormal. It was a topsy-turvy universe he found himself in.

      She looked back through the viewport and said, “Yes.” He only had a moment to let her answer sink in before she glanced at him and said, “You?”

      He didn't hesitate. “Yes.”

      That got her full attention. She raised her eyebrows and smiled. “Really! You're how old?”

      He smiled sheepishly. It was his turn to look away. “You know how old I am.”

      He looked back in time to see her nod, her smile morphing into a barely contained smirk. “Twenty. That's...that's a good age.”

      “Are you making fun of me?” he asked playfully.

      “On the contrary. I'm honored. But...”

      “But what?”

      “You were one of the popular ones in high school, one of the cool ones.”

      “Pssh. I'm still one of the cool ones.”

      Emily laughed warmly, heartily. “That's true. I mean, you may be the first corporeal being to make it with a non-corporeal being. It doesn't get much cooler than that.”

      David was thrilled. He had broken the ice. He was actually having a playful conversation with Emily at a time when playful conversations with Emily weren't as commonplace as he would have liked. He made her laugh―a genuinely enthusiastic, throw-back-your head laugh. He was in the zone. He was ecstatic. Even her reference to corporeal and non-corporeal beings couldn't taint this moment.

      The ice was broken, and as much as he would have liked to revel in the moment, there was still the pressing matter of the recent change in Emily's demeanor. A playful conversation and a laugh didn't sweep that issue under the rug. He would have been perfectly fine with sweeping it under the rug for the time being, but they were closing in on Kepler-438b. He and the crew needed to know if something akin to a repeat performance of the Eden incident was in the cards.

      “Em?” His tone was tentative. Probably not the best way to broach the subject.

      Emily sighed. “Here it comes.”

      “Here what comes?” Dumb question. They both knew what was coming.

      “You wanna know what's going on with me, why I've been acting so―” She framed the next word with finger quotes. “―strange.”

      “Well...yeah.”

      She turned her head and gave him a sideways glance. “My behavior strikes you as strange?”

      “Well, I'm not sure how to put this, but your behavior has been a little more...physical lately.”

      “Weren't we just talking about that?”

      “Yeah, but...”

      “You wanna talk about the how and the why.”

      “Well, more the how than the why. I'm perfectly okay with the why.”

      Emily snickered. “Of course you are, you sexy beast.” She lowered her eyes contemplatively. “The how. Okay―”

      Deanna's voice erupted from the loudspeaker. “Emily? David? We're coming out of warp in a few minutes. Wherever you two lovebirds are, we could use you on the bridge, pronto.”

      Emily smiled knowingly at David. “I guess this conversation is gonna have to wait.”

      “Of course it is.”
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      They marched into the cockpit and were met with the final moments of the glow of the cosmic microwave background radiation.

      Elexa looked over her shoulder. "Glad you two could make it for this historic event."

      “We wouldn't miss it for the world,” David said ironically.

      Elexa said, “All right, let's disengage the warp drive.”

      The star field reappeared. The glow of the cosmic microwave background radiation disappeared and was replaced by a planet: Kepler-438b.

      They were closer than David had expected. This planet wasn't the Earth-like planet he had been told about. Sure, there was plenty of water as far as he could tell. There was more blue than green...a lot more. He could barely make out two very small land masses on their side of the planet. The rest was water. He estimated that, unless there was a significant amount of land on the other side, the planet was between eighty and ninety percent water.

      “Is this what you expected?” David asked.

      “No,” George responded. “I expected an Earth-like planet, but this...this is unusual.”

      “Well, there's life here,” Richard said. “We know that much.”

      “Or there was life here,” George suggested. “This is an Earth-like planet in that it's technically capable of sustaining life, but my gut tells me that what we're seeing is the result of some cataclysmic event.”

      “That might explain why they sent us the meteor,” Richard speculated. “There's a significant amount of data in that DNA that we haven't analyzed. Perhaps it's a record of their civilization.”“Well there's one sure way to find out if there's life down there,” Elexa offered.

      Deanna said, “Unless Emily can help us out by using her super-duper intuitive powers to tell us if there's life down there.”

      Emily stared at Deanna for a moment, contemplating her answer, before settling on a quip. “Sorry. My radar's broken.”

      The joke was told dryly. It was part rebuke, part aversion. A joke was the easiest and most convenient way of dancing around the truth. Despite the fact that entire expedition to Kepler-438b was blocked to her and the Great Community, she had believed, or perhaps hoped, that she would be able to get some kind of sense of what was waiting for them once they reached the planet. But no such luck. Her view of the future was as dark as it had been back on Earth. Her radar was indeed broken. There was nothing to see beyond the limited range of her corporeal eyes. Even if the events of this expedition were no longer blocked to her, she doubted that she would be able to give her crewmates so much as a basic hunch. She was too far removed from the Great Community.

      David, Richard and George glanced at one another. Words weren't necessary. Their eyes said it all. Emily's transparent dodge of Deanna's question was yet another sign that she had changed. Elexa said, “Well we didn't come all this way to take in the view, so I guess we'll find out soon enough. Drop the warp rings, and take her in, Lieutenant.”

      Deanna ran her fingers over the console, disconnecting the warp rings. The ship slid out from the sleeve that held the warp rings together and moved in. Details on the planet's surface were beginning to stand out as they grew closer. The waters were calm, not surprising considering that the planet was currently devoid of cloud cover. The sun's rays were shining on the planet's western hemisphere, leaving the two visible land masses in shadows. If there were cities or any form of civilization on those land masses, they appeared to be without electricity.

      Tension was building in Emily's stomach, something that didn't exist for her when she was at one with the Great Community. Something didn't feel right. A hunch? Was this the physical manifestation of one of her hunches?

      They passed through the atmosphere and descended into darkness.

      Deanna scanned the two land masses. “I don't suppose your little map gave you an exact location on the planet.”

      “No,” George replied.

      Deanna shrugged, palms up. “Any one care for a game of eeny meeny miny moe?”

      George's eyes scanned the land masses. “Give me a second.”

      They were small, of approximately equal size. George estimated that each land mass was the approximate size of the state of New York, back when the state of New York existed and lines on a map actually meant something. Of course, that was a very long time ago, but that was the best approximation that he could make. Squinting, he was able to make out dark patterns on both land masses. The patterns could have been structures, or they could have been a trick of light and shadow. The former was more likely as they didn't come all this way for nothing. They were given a map by some advanced civilization. The dark patterns that George assumed to be evidence of an advanced civilization were spread wider on the eastern most land mass.

      “It might as well be a game of eeny meeny miny moe,” George said. “But let's go with the one on the right.”

      “Your reasoning?” Elexa inquired.

      “I may be grasping at straws, but the structures are more widespread there. More structures, more people? I don't know, but we have to land somewhere, and that piece of land seems to be...well, I don't want to say promising, but it's a start.”

      Elexa squinted into the distance. “You see structures?”

      “You see those dark patterns?”

      “I see them,” Deanna said. “I guess somebody forgot to pay the electric bill.”

      “Something happened here,” George said ominously. “Something catastrophic.”

      “Which would explain why they sent us the meteor,” Richard offered. “But the question remains, did they send it to us knowing the DNA wasn't intact? Did they include the map to draw us here?”

      A sense of foreboding invaded the cockpit. The crew remained silent as Encounter moved slowly toward the eastern land mass.

      David was frightened by Richard's words and the silence that followed. He took a deep breath and said, “Draw us here for what?”

      Richard shrugged. “I don't know. It's just a suggestion.”“A suggestion that's gotten my heart racing a bit,” David confessed.

      Richard smiled. “I'm sorry, David. That wasn't my intention. However, it goes without saying that this is an unpredictable situation, and we need to be vigilant.”

      Emily looped an arm through David's and placed her other hand on his forearm. Gently caressing it, she looked into his eyes and smiled. “Don't worry, honey. I got your back.”

      He knew she was teasing him, but he couldn't help but be slightly embarrassed. He felt his face getting hot. He was sure she noticed him blushing. “Thank you, and I have yours.”

      She chuckled. “Of course you do.”

      She leaned in for a kiss. He leaned in to meet her.

      They were knocked off their feet, landing on their backsides, their hands interlocked. The ship had been rocked by something. It was shaking violently. An alarm bell was sounding. David looked to Richard and George. They had been knocked to the floor. They were lying back on their elbows, looking about the cockpit in confusion. The cockpit continued to shake unabated.

      David propped himself up on his elbows.

      Rain was battering the viewport. Lightning was flashing. The roar of thunder and the rattling of the ship's hull made Elexa's shouted commands nearly unintelligible. She was barking orders at Deanna. Deanna was huddled over her console.

      “Where the hell did this storm come from?!” Elexa shouted.

      “I don't know, but the system can't be very large,” Deanna shouted back. “I'm going to try to...damn it!”

      “Pull up!” Elexa commanded at the top of her lungs.

      “I'm trying! Most of the nav controls are unresponsive! The best I can do is to try to guide us into the water!”

      We're going down! David looked to Emily. She was propped up on her elbows. She didn't seem concerned. He looked back to the viewport to see a thrashing ocean ahead.

      He was frightened, but he wasn't panicking. He didn't have time to panic. What was about to happen was inevitable. They were going to crash into the ocean. He didn't have a choice in the matter.

      He was already scrambling to his feet and reaching for Emily when he heard Elexa shout, “Strap yourselves in! We're going to attempt a water landing!”

      David looped his hands under Emily's arm and helped her to her feet. They stumbled back to their chairs and fastened the over the shoulder harnesses that, until this moment, they had not found necessary to use. They locked hands and looked into one another's eyes. Emily found fear in David's eyes. David found calm in hers. He wasn't surprised. She was strong―stronger than he was. In her eyes, he found his own strength and the knowledge that, if it was going to all end here and now, it was going to end with her by his side.

      Emily did everything in her increasingly limited power to feed him that strength. She was pleased as she watched the fear evaporate from his eyes and the smile of contentment curl his lips. She was thinking much the way she assumed he was thinking. If this was it, she was pleased he was by her side. But she was close to certain that it wouldn't end here and now, and that near certainty went a long way toward keeping her fear at bay.

      Neither of them looked forward. Neither of them wanted to see what was about to happen. Neither of them wanted to hear the chaos that surrounded them―the shouts, the alarm bells, the rattling hull, the raging storm outside―so they drowned it all out and focused on each other...until they couldn't.

      They were jerked violently forward against their restraints as the ship hit the water. The viewport was submerged in water before rising to the surface. The rain continued to batter the window. The lightning continued to flash. The thunder continued to roar.

      No time to panic, David. Wait until the Captain gives the order.

      Elexa rose from her chair and turned toward the crew strapped in at the back of the cockpit. “There's no need to panic. George built you a strong ship.” She gestured toward George. “Tell 'em.”

      George leaned forward against his harness. “I built you a strong ship,” he said meekly.

      David's nerves could have used a little more enthusiasm.

      Emily leaned toward David and whispered, “Pssh, where have we heard that before?”

      Despite the circumstances, David managed a smile.

      “This ship was built to stay afloat,” George added.

      “A strong ship that was built to stay afloat,” Emily remarked. “Gee, this is sounding more and more like a famous 20th Century seafaring disaster.”

      “Oh, Emily!” Deanna exclaimed. “You beat me to the punch. I just hope our story turns out a little better.”

      “This is a tropical climate,” Richard offered. “I don't think we'll be running into any icebergs anytime soon.”

      A wave lifted the ship at an angle. They braced themselves as their view from the cockpit rose above the horizon, angling toward the cloud covered sky. Like a steep roller coaster drop, the nose of the ship came crashing down, piercing the water before rising to the surface again. The ship rocked unsteadily on the rough waters, listing bow to stern, stern to bow.

      David felt his stomach rise into his throat. He took a deep breath in an effort to suppress the nausea. This space adventure was turning into a sea adventure, and he had never much liked the sea. He was fine with space. But the sea? Well, he had never been much of a swimmer.

      “Is anybody else starting to feel sick?” David asked.

      Deanna hesitated before raising her hand. “Now that you mention it.”

      “Deep breaths,” Elexa advised. “Try not to look out the window.”

      David furrowed his brow. “Where am I gonna look?”

      “And if you really have to throw up,” Elexa continued, “you know where the bathroom is.”

      “Deep breaths,” David said, inhaling through his nose and exhaling through his mouth. “I'll be all right.”

      Deanna followed his lead, breathing in through her nose and out through her mouth. “Me too.”

      “We're all gonna be all right,” Elexa assured the crew. “Provided we don't capsize.”

      “Oh, thank you for that,” Deanna responded sarcastically. “Our fearless leader and her words of encouragement. “What would we do without you?”

      Elexa grinned. “Just keeping you on your toes.”

      “The chances of this ship capsizing are remote,” George said, “and even if it does, it will quickly right itself. It was designed to stay afloat and to remain upright in the event of a water landing.”

      “You built us a strong ship,” Emily quipped.

      George smiled. “Exactly.”

      “Well, I hate to be the one to break up the party,” Elexa said, “but somebody has to address the elephant in the room. Where the hell did that storm come from?”

      “I'm not a meteorologist,” George volunteered, “but the condition of this planet suggests some kind of natural catastrophe. My guess would be that the planet experienced a long and steady period of rising temperatures, similar to what was predicted for Earth in the 20th and 21st Centuries.”

      “But the storm,” Elexa said, “that ridiculously violent storm. It came out of nowhere. One minute it's perfectly clear. The next minute, we're being attacked by rain, wind, lightning.”

      As if illustrating her point, a bolt of lightning streaked across the sky―illuminating the rough and tumbling waters―followed seconds later by a clap of thunder.

      “Climate change of this magnitude is going to result in erratic weather patterns,” Richard said. “As quickly as this storm hit us, we can expect it die down pretty soon.”

      David was relieved to hear that. He wasn't sure how much more his stomach could handle. He acknowledged that it may have been a case of wishful thinking, but he believed that the storm was already beginning to make its way out.

      "But as quickly as this storm leaves us, we can expect another one to hit us at any time," Emily offered. "I know you said that this ship was built to stay afloat and to remain upright, but how much can this ship really take? That storm disabled this ship and threw us into the water like a kid playing with his favorite toy in the bathtub. How many storms of that magnitude can this ship handle out here? I apologize for yet another Titanic reference, but how long before the unsinkable ship sinks?"

      David added, “And even if we do manage to stay afloat, it will be difficult to repair the ship out here, stranded in these waters, waiting for the next storm to rear its ugly head.”

      David hated playing the pessimist. When he was being completely honest with himself, he was forced to acknowledge that he was a pessimist. Whether or not he gave voice to that pessimism, he couldn't help but put a negative slant on any given situation. He hated that about himself. Hated it so much that he fought to cover it up. Fought to put on an optimistic face. He didn't want to be a Debbie Downer. Nobody likes a Debbie Downer. But in the situation he and his comrades found themselves in― stranded at sea on a strange planet in the throes of a cataclysmic planet-altering event―it was difficult to wear that optimistic mask, especially when he was surrounded by people who shared his pessimistic view of the situation. It was a permission slip to give voice to his pessimism.

      “I already know what the problem is,” George said defensively. “It's electrical. I'll have this ship up and running in no time.” He paused a moment before adding, “Well, that's not exactly true. It will take a little time. But no time in the grand scheme of things.”

      “So what is our grand scheme going to be?” Elexa asked. “We're down, but we're not out. The shuttles are working, aren't they?”

      George nodded. “The shuttles should be working. They're not connected to the ship's systems. They're basically tucked into the sides of the ship.”

      “Well, I'm open to suggestions,” Elexa said. “We have two shuttles, and it just so happens that there are two land masses. We can stay here with George and wait until we're all fixed up and travel together as one big happy family, or we can take the shuttles, split into two groups and do some exploring.”

      David's pessimism took a much-needed break when George told the crew that he would have the ship up and running, but Elexa's suggestion to split up and leave the relative safety of Encounter brought his pessimism back with a vengeance.

      “I'm not sure that's a good idea,” David said meekly. He could have smacked himself right then and there. He sounded like a wimp, and he didn't want to be perceived as a wimp, especially by the woman he loved. He wished he could be more like her. She was anything but a wimp.

      He looked at her. Her expression was calm and resolute. He had to save face. He couldn't let her believe he was a wimp.

      “I mean, sure we can cover more ground that way, but I assume we'd be leaving George here alone. Is that a good idea?”

      Nice save, David. You may just squeak out of this one yet.

      “I have to concur,” said Richard. “Yes, the storm is moving out, but another one may be on top of us soon.”

      Thanks for the backup, Richard.

      George said, "And...what difference would it make if we're all packed in this ship when the next storm hits? There's no safety in numbers here. Either this ship is destroyed by the storm of the century, or it isn't. Unless one of you is Storm from The X-Men, there isn't much that any of us can do to stop it. I have to get this ship up and running, and that's going to happen whether or not you're all hanging over me. We came here for a reason, and it wasn't for a pleasure cruise. We have a mission to accomplish, so we may as well kill two birds with one stone.”

      Screw you, George. God, I'm such a wimp. Man up, David. Man up.

      “I'd prefer to stay here with George,” Richard objected.

      “I'd prefer that you didn't,” Elexa countered. “If that's what you both want, I'll respect your wishes, but it isn't necessary. We're going into potentially hostile territory.”

      Potentially hostile?

      “We're going to need as many boots on the ground as possible,” Elexa continued. “As George pointed out, there's no safety in numbers in here, but there's safety in numbers out there. We need you out there, Richard.”

      Richard looked at George.

      “I'll be fine,” George reassured him.

      Richard gave his husband a faint smile and looked at Elexa. “All right.”

      “Are we agreed then?” Elexa asked.

      David watched the others nod their assent before reluctantly nodding himself.

      Elexa said, “All right. Richard, Deanna and myself will take the eastern land mass. Emily and David will take the western land mass.”

      “Do we have to keep calling them land masses?” Deanna asked.

      “Do you have a better suggestion?” Elexa humored her.

      Deanna shrugged. "Beach? I mean these land masses are laden with beachfront property. They are beachfront property. We can make a fortune."

      Elexa grinned and rolled her eyes. “Stick to the outer edges of the land masses. At least initially. Play it by ear. Keep your eyes peeled. Stay on your toes. Let's keep the lines of communication open.”

      “If we encounter hostiles?” Emily inquired.

      “Run,” Elexa said bluntly. “That raises a good point. We'll keep the shuttles prepped and ready to go at a moment's notice.”

      Richard sighed. “I really don't like this.”

      Neither do I, Richard.
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      Emily was the adventurous type. She always had been. Corporeal, non-corporeal or something in between didn't change the fact that she loved a good adventure. Of course, life had been one perpetual adventure since she first became aware in the 22nd Century, but her long adventure was periodically punctuated with moments of extreme adventure.

      Such was the case as she embarked on her next extreme adventure with David by her side. Like David, she had no idea what she was getting herself into as the two them boarded their shuttle on Encounter's starboard side. Unlike David, she relished the fact that she had no idea what she was getting herself into.

      She felt for David. Of course, she loved him. But she also felt for him. He was frightened. That much was certain. She didn't need to be a mind reader to see the fear written all over his face. She could only assume that that fear came with a fair amount of insecurity. He was the man. Despite the fact that he was a liberally minded man who truly believed―or at least wanted to believe―in gender equality, he still had a trace of that primal male ego. He was frightened, but he couldn't let the love of his life know that he was frightened. He had to man up. Put on a brave face. But he felt emasculated by the fact that the love of his life was showing no trace of fear as they embarked on their next extreme adventure together. At least, she assumed he felt emasculated. She wasn't a mind reader, after all.

      Perhaps she should have been frightened. They were flying off into an unpredictable and potentially hostile situation. Fear is a safety mechanism. Used appropriately, it can save lives. But she just couldn't find it in herself to be afraid. Not anymore. There was no room for fear. Not in her non-corporeal form. Not in her re-emerging corporeal form. Perhaps it was reckless. Perhaps this lack of fear would eventually catch up with her now that her physical form was re-establishing itself. Once the physical form was destroyed, that was it. It couldn't be re-absorbed into her consciousness. She would cease to be. She didn't know if there was a world for her beyond this dimension, the afterlife that had been pondered since humanity's inception. She supposed mortality should have instilled her with fear, but it didn't. She had too much living to do, and she enjoyed the danger.

      David took the pilot's seat on the left. It had never been discussed who would do the flying. He had assumed she couldn't fly. Of course, due to her own experience of piloting Encounter into Eden coupled with the extensive knowledge of Earthly activities granted to her after rejoining the Great Community, she had been given all the flying experience she would ever need. She considered bringing this to his attention but thought better of it. He was having a bit of an identity crisis. His male ego was taking a bruising. Besides, what would be the point? Pointing out that she was every bit as capable―or more capable―of flying the shuttle as he was would only serve to stroke her own fiercely independent feminine ego while delivering another blow to his struggling male ego. He didn't need that. He was doing a fine job of beating himself up.

      David looked over his shoulder at her. “Everything all right?”

      I might ask the same of you. She could think it, but she wasn't ready to say it. Instead, she smiled the most authentic smile she could muster and said, “Fine and dandy. Are we about ready?”

      “Sure are. Just as soon as you strap yourself in.”

      “Oh, right.”

      She took the navigator's seat on the right, not that there was much to navigate. David would simply be eyeballing his way to the darkening land mass in the distance.

      The storm had completely subsided, and the clouds had parted to let in the last rays of the setting sun. The land mass was just over two miles away. The trip would only take a few minutes, and they would be arriving under the cover of darkness. That had its benefits and its drawbacks. Arriving at the edge of the land mass under the cover of darkness afforded them the potential of sneaking in unnoticed, assuming, of course, that there was life on that glorified mound of dirt sticking out of the ocean. However, the cover of darkness afforded potentially hostile life forms the luxury of lurking in the darkness. They would have the home court advantage to boot. That's what the map encoded in the DNA was really all about. Those mischievous life forms were just looking for a little fun. It was a sport for them. They were hunters like those aliens in the Predator movies. The six-member crew of Encounter was the game, being drawn into the hunting grounds under the cover of darkness where those vile creatures with their claws, horns and bug eyes were waiting for just the right opportunity to leap out of the shadows and tear them to shreds.

      Emily smiled at the thought and bit her lip to keep from chuckling as she strapped on her over the shoulder harness. She supposed that David wasn't capable of such musings. Perhaps if he were, they would be far more vulnerable than they already were. Fear is a safety mechanism, after all. It keeps you on your toes. Hopefully, David was harboring enough fear for the both of them.

      She looked at David to find him studying her expression. His brow was furrowed. Evidently, her smile had piqued his curiosity. She did her best to force the corners of her mouth down.

      “Well, aren't you the happy camper,” he remarked.

      With the cat out of the bag, she allowed the smile to curl her lips. She reached across the small gap and took his hand.

      “I'm just happy we're doing this together,” she said evasively.

      Of course, she was happy that they were embarking on their next extreme adventure together, but he didn't need to know that that wasn't the cause of her ill-timed amusement.

      He was afraid. That much was obvious. He may have been insecure about that fear. But Emily knew that he was no coward. Despite his fear, he was galloping off into an unpredictable situation, and he was more than likely doing it for her, to keep her safe. That was pretty darn courageous as far as she was concerned.

      A satisfied smile curled David's lips. “Let's do this,” he said confidently.

      Emily winked at him. That's my man.

      David turned to the shuttle's controls with newborn determination. Running his fingers over the touchscreen, the box-shaped shuttle hummed to life. The docking bay's door slid open, and the shuttle glided out into the darkening night, its belly briefly skimming the water before rising.

      Emily took one last look at Encounter through the shuttle's rear window before turning her attention to David. He hadn't bothered to look back. He could have. His eyes weren't glued to the horizon. Once in the air, those shuttles practically flew themselves. He hadn't bothered to look back, because he was focused on the mission ahead, and he appeared to be enthusiastic about it. There was a twinkle in his eye and a hint of a smile on his lips. He seemed positively giddy about flying into the unknown. And all it took was the love of a beautiful woman to turn him around.

      Yes, she acknowledged it...once again. She was beautiful, physically beautiful, scar and all. She reached up and stroked the now genuine scar. It was no longer a facade. Her physicality was real. Her scar felt real as it never could have in her non-corporeal state, and she loved it.

      After spending a few moments mesmerizingly studying David's expression while stroking her scar and contemplating what it meant to be a physical human being again, she turned her attention to their destination. She gasped as the silhouetted form of the land mass loomed before them. They were closer than she had thought. She couldn't imagine that there was life there. There wasn't a trace of activity. There wasn't a spark of light. Even with the absence of electricity, there would have been torches, candles. Her eyes scanned the darkness. There was nothing. It was too dark to see the structures they had seen from the sky earlier.

      David broke the silence with, “I don't think there's anything to be afraid of.”

      “I'm not afraid,” Emily replied.

      David chuckled. “I know. I was thinking out loud, but now that you've heard my thoughts, there's nothing for me to be afraid of. There doesn't appear to be any life here.”

      The shuttle cruised over the edge of the land mass, slowed, came to a complete stop and hovered.

      Emily continued peering into the darkness. Her eyes beginning to adjust, she began to make out the silhouettes of what appeared to be a large gathering of buildings. It was far too dark to make out any features, but she could see that the tops were rounded. They weren't especially tall, not by 21st and 22nd Century Earth standards. The tallest building she could make out as her eyes continued to adjust appeared to be the approximate height of a forty-story building.

      Something caught her eye in the distance beyond the structures. She squinted, got a better sense of what it was and opened her eyes wide. She would have to scratch her previous assessment regarding the height of the tallest building. It looked like an enormous, skyscraping piece of obsidian in the form of a jagged blade, jutting up toward the thick mist above as if attempting to pierce it. From her vantage point, the pointed tip of the structure appeared to end just shy of reaching the mist.

      “Are you seeing what I'm seeing?” she asked.

      “I am. There's an abandoned city up ahead.”

      “Mm-hmm. How tall would you say some of the taller structures are?”

      David shrugged. “I don't know. Thirty, forty stories maybe?”

      “Take a closer look.”

      David glanced at her before peering into the distance. He leaned forward and squinted. He shook his head. “What am I looking for?”

      “You don't see it?”

      “I'm sorry, but I don't have your super-duper non-corporeal night-vision. What am I supposed to be seeing?”

      Emily searched the surrounding cabin. “Do we have binoculars in this thing?”

      “They're on our belts,” David said matter-of-factly.

      Embarrassed, Emily reached for David's belt, removing the binoculars and handing them to him.

      David took the binoculars and studied her. “What is going on with you?”

      “What do you mean?” Emily said defensively.

      David shook his head. “Never mind. Probably not the best time to have this conversation.” He peered through the binoculars for a long moment before pulling them away from his face. “Is that what I think it is?”

      Emily nodded. “I think it is.”

      He brought the binoculars back to his eyes. “It's huge! It has to be a hundred stories or more! You think it's a building of some kind?”

      “It is,” Emily said sullenly. “No doubt about it.”

      “How did we not see this from above?”

      "The mist is thicker toward the center of the island. At an angle, we were able to see the outer edges of the city, but that thing is way back there toward the center. It's the perfect hiding place."

      “I doubt whoever built it intended to hide it. The mist is the only thing covering it, and it wouldn't be there all the time.”

      “You sure about that? It seems strategically placed. It's thickest over the structure, as if it's meant to hide it.”

      David lowered the binoculars. “The mist...is strategically placed?”

      “It looks that way.”

      “How do you strategically place mist...and keep it there?”

      Emily shrugged.

      “It looks to be abandoned...like the rest of the city.”

      Emily wasn't so sure about that. “Maybe,” she muttered.

      “What happened here?”

      “There's only one way to find out.”

      David lowered the shuttle onto the beach and cut the engine. He promptly removed his harness. Emily remained still.

      “Are we sure we want to do this?” she asked, staring into the darkened city.

      David looked at her. “Do what?”

      “Go rushing off into the darkness. We should stop a moment, think this through.”

      It was as if they had switched roles―David enthusiastic about running off into an unpredictable and potentially dangerous situation, Emily suddenly overcome with trepidation. She couldn't help it. Something about this situation didn't sit well with her. She may have left the Great Community and the extraordinary intuitive abilities that went along with it, but her basic intuitive abilities were still intact.

      “Are you okay? If I didn't know better, I would say that something's got you spooked.”

      Emily nodded. “Something does,” she admitted.

      David furrowed his brow. “You? You're not afraid of anything.”

      “I'm afraid when there's something to be afraid of.”

      David looked into the distance, then back at Emily. “What are you afraid of?”

      Emily shook her head. “My spidey sense is tingling. There's something not right about this situation.”

      The last thing she wanted to do was frighten David when he actually seemed to be enjoying himself, but his expression told her that that was exactly what she had done. She couldn't help it. She needed to keep him on his toes.

      She continued, “There's something out there waiting for us. I feel like...I feel like we're walking into a trap.”

      “All right. Now you're starting to scare me,” David confessed. “Should we head back?”

      Emily continued to gape into the distance.

      “We're heading back!” David answered for her.

      He tapped the touchscreen to power the shuttle. The shuttle didn't respond. He tapped it again. No response. He tapped it a third time. Nothing.

      She wanted to be sure before she alerted him. She didn't want to alarm him if what she was seeing turned out to be a row of small trees swaying in the distance. She was hoping that the faint glow they were giving off was the result of the rays beaming down from the planet's twin full moons. But her eyes adjusted, and she was able to make out their forms.

      “You're wasting your time,” Emily said soberly as David continued pounding his fingers on the touchscreen. “They disabled the shuttle.”

      “Who did?”

      Emily nodded into the distance, signaling David to follow her gaze, to see what she was just beginning to see herself. There were several luminescent humanoid beings in the distance, and they were moving toward the shuttle.
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      Richard kissed his husband goodbye and moved toward the shuttle bay. He hated these moments. They were few and far between, which, of course, made them all the more difficult to handle. The last time this feeling of foreboding came over him, the roles were reversed. George was stepping out of Encounter to check for signs of contamination on Earth after returning from their mission to Eden.

      He entered the shuttle bay, turned and took one last look at George before the shuttle bay doors slid shut. Their eyes remained locked through the shuttle bay door windows, but Richard didn't think it was a good idea to continue holding George with his eyes. It would just make leaving all the more difficult.

      He dropped his gaze, turned and headed for the shuttle. He wanted to cry as he stepped onto the purring shuttle. He wanted to scream as the shuttle's door slid shut behind him. He pushed both impulses aside as he sat behind the cockpit and strapped himself in.

      He instinctively knew that George was standing outside the shuttle bay doors, watching his departure. He resisted the urge to catch those eyes one last time. The chain had been broken once. No point in breaking it again.

      He leaned toward the cockpit. “Are we ready to get this show on the road?”

      “We are,” Elexa responded. “Lieutenant, if you will, let's open the shuttle bay doors and see what's out there.”

      “Aye, Captain. Opening shuttle bay doors―” The shuttle bay doors slid open. Deanna tapped the thruster controls. “―and we're off.”

      The shuttle bolted from the shuttle bay, causing Richard to grip the chair's armrests. The belly of the shuttle skimmed the water's surface before rising. Richard eased his fingers from the armrests and smiled at the futility of squeezing them in the first place should the shuttle go tumbling into the water. Holding onto the armrests for dear life may have been a futile gesture, but his tension under the circumstances was only natural. Not only was he flying off with Elexa and Deanna into an unpredictable situation; he was doing it without the love of his life.

      “Are you okay back there, Richard?” Deanna asked. “I didn't scare ya, did I?”

      Richard sighed. “You did scare me, but I'll get over it.”

      Elexa said, "Good because we can't have you falling apart on us out there."

      Richard managed an awkward, lopsided grin, his eyes drawn to the blackened strip of land in the distance. “I'll do my best to keep it together.”

      The shuttle zipped over the still water. They would reach land in a matter of minutes. Richard wished it would take longer. He wasn't anxious to go searching for signs of life in the darkness. He was anxious to get back to George. He hated leaving him alone on Encounter. He didn't know what scared him more―dying without George or George dying without him. He shuddered. He could have smacked himself for thinking that way. It shamed him to consider the possibility that he was more concerned for himself than he was for George. If he lost his own life, he would be separated from George and from life. The two were one in the same as far as he was concerned. If George lost his life, he would be separated from George and, in turn, from life. George was life, and he couldn't live without him, wouldn't live without him. Was that so selfish? Was he more concerned for his own feelings on the matter than he was for George's?

      Stop it, Richard! You're thinking crazy!

      His right hand began to move. He had actually considered slapping himself. He placed it gently in his lap, shook his head and forced a smile. Everything was going to be okay.

      The mission at hand. Focus on the mission at hand.

      Richard leaned forward, peering at the land mass as it filled his field of vision. They were nearly on top of it. Minutes became seconds. Seconds before they arrived. Seconds before they landed in the darkness. He scanned the darkness looking for details, signs of habitation. It didn't take long. It was dark, but not that dark...not yet. Silhouetted rectangular shapes became visible in the distance.

      “Do you see that?” Richard asked.

      “Yep,” Elexa replied.

      The shuttle swooped over the beach, came to a stop and descended.

      “There are no signs of life,” Deanna said as she settled the shuttle onto the beach and cut the engine. “No activity. No lights. No nothing.”

      “Then why am I so afraid?” Richard asked.

      Elexa and Deanna looked at Richard over their shoulders.

      “Because it's dark and creepy?” Deanna suggested. “And you're on an unexplored planet?” She shrugged. “Just throwing it out there.”

      “Are you all right?” Elexa asked Richard.

      Richard hesitated before saying, “Yeah...yeah. I'm just...” He paused. Did he dare tell them the truth?

      “You're just concerned about George,” Elexa offered.

      Richard sighed. If only he could be certain that that was it. “Maybe...or maybe I'm just concerned about myself without George,” he confessed.

      Elexa and Deanna looked at one another.

      “Is that it?” Elexa said with a broad smile. If Richard didn't know better, he would say she was downright amused by his concerns. “Are you feeling guilty because you're...well, you're human?”

      Richard furrowed his brow. He didn't quite follow her logic.

      Elexa continued, “Richard, my dear, we're both quite a bit younger than you. Don't tell me that we have to school you on this particular aspect of human nature.”

      “He's so wrapped up in his fear that he can't see that his fears are perfectly natural,” Deanna added.

      Richard didn't have an immediate response forthcoming, though he suspected what Elexa and Deanna were getting at.

      Deanna reached back and took Richard's hand. When she wasn't being sarcastic, her true colors would shine through. She was actually quite sweet. "Papa, what I'm about to tell you is something you already know all too well. You've just forgotten. Your head is a mess because you've left George behind. You love George. There is absolutely, positively no doubt about that. You love all of us. There is absolutely, positively no doubt about that either. Not wanting to lose somebody, not wanting to continue without them is not selfish. Being concerned about how you would feel if George weren't with you is not selfish. It's human nature."

      Elexa reached back and placed her hand over the clasped hands of Richard and Deanna. “But...it is also human nature to allow fear to take us places we have no business going. You're jumping to conclusions, Richard.” She looked at Deanna. “And you...I'm not sure you're helping. Richard just needs a good slap across the face.”

      Deanna nodded. “You're right, Captain. Papa, this is for your own good.”

      Deanna released Richard's hand and gently placed her palm on Richard's cheek.

      Richard smiled, grabbed Deanna's hand and kissed her palm.

      “You're right,” he said softly. “That did the trick.”

      “All better now?” Elexa asked.

      “All better now.”

      He wasn't lying. A good talking to and a gentle touch was just what he needed to slap him back to reality. It was still a pretty grim reality, but one he was ready to face.

      Deanna said, “Ready to go ghost hunting, Scooby-Doo?”

      Richard threw his head back and laughed. “Ready,” he said before cocking an eyebrow and adding, “Wait. You know that show?”

      “Pssh. How young do you think I am?”

      Deanna opened the pilot side door and jumped out before Richard had a chance to answer. He looked down, contemplating the answer he might have given had he been given the chance. The truth was that he didn't have an answer. He didn't know how young or old she and Elexa were. He was a father figure to both women, but he didn't know the basics. He didn't know how old they were, whether they were born in the 21st or 22nd Century. Shouldn't he have known these things? He knew the kind of people they were. He knew that he loved them as daughters. Wasn't that enough?

      A whistle from outside the shuttle snapped him back to the moment. Elexa and Deanna were watching him through the cockpit window, hands placed on their hips. Well, he at least knew them well enough to know that that was Deanna's whistle.

      “Hey, papa!” Deanna called. “You coming?”

      Richard gave them a wave of acknowledgment and stepped out. It was warm, breezy. The air had a tropical scent, not unexpected considering that the planet was at least ninety percent water.

      “We need to be cautious,” he advised, approaching Elexa and Deanna. “Take it slow.”

      “Of course,” Elexa agreed. “We'll move in a bit, observe the structures from a distance before moving in for a closer look...if we think it's safe.”

      Elexa led the way with Richard and Deanna, side by side, following close behind.

      Elexa reached the innermost edge of the beach and crouched. Richard and Deanna mirrored her movements, moving up alongside her and crouching. There was a forest up ahead. Based on his observations as the shuttle approached the island, there wasn't much forest between themselves and the city.

      He peered through his binoculars, the twin full moons offering enough light to illuminate a small embankment of dirt beyond the trees. Beyond the embankment lay, what could only be described from their vantage point as, a small, underdeveloped city. The city was devoid of light, giving Richard every indication that the city was abandoned.

      Still, he couldn't shake that feeling. He was a scientist, not taken in by irrational fears, but there was something off about this place...something to be afraid of. He shook his head. It was his imagination. He was human after all. The right conditions could bring out those primal fears in even the most rational human being.

      Elexa sighed. “All right. It appears that our initial assumptions were correct. There doesn't appear to be anybody here, which leaves us two possibilities. One, this place has been abandoned. Whoever was living here packed their stuff and moved on to greener pastures. Or two, all intelligent life on this planet has gone extinct.”

      Deanna said, “The first possibility seems the most plausible. The waters rose, and life on this planet was no longer sustainable.”

      Richard shook his head. “I think we're jumping to conclusions. At this point, we don't have much to go on.”

      “You're right,” Elexa concurred. “We should move into the city and have a look around.”

      Richard was nonplussed. "That's not a good idea, not yet. Didn't you hear what I said? Not having much to go on doesn't mean we should go running off into a darkened, seemingly uninhabited city. We have no idea what to expect. We're not prepared.”

      Deanna turned her flashlight on and pointed it at Richard's face. “We brought our flashlights. We're prepared.”

      Richard grimaced and pushed the flashlight away.

      “And what do you mean by 'seemingly uninhabited'?” Deanna queried, pointing her flashlight toward the city. “It's deader than a doornail. It's clearly uninhabited.”

      “From this distance, to our naked eyes, it appears uninhabited. I don't need to remind either of you that this is not Earth. This is an unexplored planet. We're far from home. We don't know what we're getting ourselves into. The least we can do is wait until daybreak before we go exploring. The city isn't going anywhere.”

      Elexa stood and placed her hands on her hips, seeming to consider Richard's words. Much to Richard's relief, she nodded her assent.

      “You're right,” Elexa conceded. “There's no rush. We'll wait in the shuttle until the sun rises, then move in and have a look around.”

      Deanna chuckled before rising. “The days are rather long here. The sun will be up in about three hours.”

      Elexa led the trek back to the shuttle. Richard left Deanna's side to move up alongside Elexa.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “For what?” Elexa responded, looking straight ahead, a slight grin curling her lips.

      “For having my back. You're the captain, and the decision was ultimately yours to make, but you listened to me and took my concerns into account. I appreciate it.”

      “You're right. I am the captain, but more importantly, I'm your friend. I will always have your back, just as I know that you will always have mine...and Deanna's and Emily's and David's and, of course, George's.” She paused a moment before adding, “We're more than a crew. We're more than friends. We're family.”

      Richard smiled. He was touched, not that there was a shred of doubt in any of their minds that they were a close-knit family. They just didn't speak about it very often.

      Elexa stopped and turned to Richard. Richard stopped and turned to Elexa expectantly.

      “And I want to thank you...papa,” Elexa said with a sheepish grin.

      “For what?”

      “For keeping me on my toes. I am the captain, but a captain isn't much of captain without a capable crew. You made the right call back there...a call that, under normal circumstances, I would have made myself. It would have been a reckless move to go traipsing around in a darkened city, even if it appears to be uninhabited. It's best to wait until light. Good call.”

      “Normal circumstances?” Richard said. “When was the last time our circumstances were anything approaching normal?”

      “Touché. It's just that...never mind.”

      Richard furrowed his brow. “Tell me. What are papas for.”

      Elexa chuckled. “Well, papa, you are one hundred percent correct. Our circumstances are never normal. But lately, they've been a tad more abnormal than the usual abnormal fare. For instance, we have our little mission to repopulate the Earth.”

      “Check. And as much as I love her, we have the always mysterious and unpredictable Emily Díaz to contend with.”

      Elexa said, “Check. Emily herself is a walking mystery. She's a mysterious world unto herself.”

      “That she is,” Richard agreed.

      “The bottom line is that it's all been a bit taxing. We're not always going to be at our best every second of every day. So, as I said, thank you for keeping me on my toes.”

      “My pleasure.”

      They held each other's eyes for a moment before the smile that held Elexa's cheekbones up began to sink. Her eyes widened as a look of panic set in. The panic in her eyes reached Richard's heart as it began to beat faster. Something was wrong. Her panic-stricken eyes led him to flinch, believing that someone or something was behind him. Then her eyes slowly shifted in the direction from which they had come. Her head followed her eyes. Richard followed her gaze, his heart pounding in anticipation of what he was about to see. But before his eyes had a chance to adjust to the darkness, it hit him that it shouldn't have been as quiet as it was. There should have been something...or someone in his peripheral vision. It wasn't something that Elexa saw that frightened her; it was something...or someone that she didn't see. That someone was Deanna. She was gone.
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      She intentionally fell behind Elexa and Richard. What were they babbling on about? Emily. Yes, Emily. The mystery surrounding Emily. The focus of everyone's attention. She loved Emily and found her as intriguing as the next person, but she would take a pass on this particular conversation. Besides, it gave her half a second to be alone. Oh, the irony. They were the last five corporeal beings from a planet called “Earth,” and all she wanted was a few minutes of alone time, even if she weren't completely alone, even if her surrogate papa and the love of her life were gabbing a few yards ahead of her. Ironic, but understandable. Being the last five corporeal beings from a planet called “Earth” had naturally brought them all closer together, both emotionally and physically. More often than not, they were crammed together on Encounter, and despite having her own quarters, she usually stayed in Elexa's quarters. So half a second of virtual alone time was just what the doctor ordered.

      Whispers. They came from behind her. She stopped in her tracks and whirled around. Nothing. She had heard them. She thought she had heard them. A collection of whispers―brief, indecipherable. She was frightened...and intrigued. She shook her head. Her imagination had run away from her. She began to turn when she heard them again, louder this time but still indecipherable. This time, she was startled but not frightened. In fact, she was comforted. The whispers were soothing. She was drawn to them. Search for the source of the whispers or follow Elexa and Richard? She didn't really have much of a choice. She began moving toward the tree line before making a decision to do so. She was drawn to those whispers. She walked hypnotically through the short stretch of forest. When the city came into full view, the whispers became decipherable. They were saying one word, her name: "Deanna." Her name was being repeated by several whisperers, but they weren't in sync. The whisperers were overlapping one another. They were beckoning her, and she couldn't resist; she didn't want to resist.

      Then she saw them, the source of the whispers: a group of translucent, three-dimensional shadows. She counted eight humanoid forms.

      She knew that she should have been frightened, but she wasn't. Despite the horror movie quality of the shadowy phantoms before her, she didn't want to run; she wanted to follow them.

      She walked slowly, languidly toward them. She felt as if she were gliding. She was mesmerized, as if in a trance. She was aware of her trance-like state, and she was perfectly fine with it.

      As she neared them, the three-dimensional shadows turned and led her into the city.

      She pried her eyes away from the shadowy forms just long enough to take a look at her surroundings. She was surrounded by a collection of jagged obsidian-like stone structures. To call these structures decrepit would be an understatement. This looked to be a city that hadn't been maintained in any way, shape or form in centuries. The jagged stone buildings she passed were dark and covered in vines. The windows were ovular. If the windows ever had glass, the glass in each and every window that she attempted to look into had been shattered long ago, not surprising given the overall state of the buildings. Many of them appeared to be buckling. Some were leaning, as if prepared to collapse. There were cracks running through the stone frames. Chunks of stone had crumbled from the exteriors and lay strewn about the bases. The interiors were darkened. There wasn't a source of light anywhere that she could detect. With the exception of her shadowy companions, this city appeared to be abandoned.

      Against the backdrop of the starlit sky, she could make out the forms of several former skyscrapers. The buildings appeared to have partially collapsed, no doubt due to centuries of weathering and neglect.

      She felt as if she were floating through the maze of decrepit buildings, the shadows guiding her through the debris-covered streets.

      The shadows led her between two of the stone structures and picked up their pace, widening the gap between themselves and Deanna. She picked up her pace, struggling to catch up. She didn't want to be left behind. The shadows turned right at the end of the path and disappeared from view. She began to trot.

      Abruptly pulled from her euphoric state, she began to panic. She had never experienced the emotions she had felt in the presence of those shadows. The camaraderie, the belonging, the love she had felt were all being pulled away from her, and she was desperate to retrieve those feelings.

      Her trot became a sprint. She was determined to catch up. They couldn't just give her a taste of those feelings and yank them away. That would be cruel, sadistic. Perhaps that was the point.

      Running as fast as her legs would allow, she reached the end of the alley and turned right. She was hoping that the shadows would be waiting for her. They weren't. Well, perhaps they were, but she couldn't see them. What she did see was a gray stone structure resembling a Gothic cathedral. It was frighteningly beautiful but odd. The structure was warped. The steeple was uneven and leaning to one side. Each of the stone steps leading up to the dilapidated double wooden doors was bent, dipping down or bending up, each step leaning to the left or right. It looked as if the entire structure had been shaped by giant hands, and the owner of those hands had never quite gotten around to putting the finishing touches on this work of art. In its unfinished state, it was quite beautiful. Deanna would take it as was. No need to lay another finger on it.

      She was both frightened of and drawn to the structure. The beings had led her there had meant for her to go inside.

      She began ascending the crooked stone steps, careful not to slip, careful not to twist an ankle. The wooden doors invited her. They were meant for her to enter. The entire structure existed just for her.

      A cool but comfortable breeze tousled her hair as she reached the doors. She never considered knocking; she just reached for the iron doorknob on the right-hand side door. The doorknob squeaked as she turned it. She pushed the large wooden door open, the groan of the swinging door announcing her arrival.

      She hesitated to enter, both terrified and enthralled. It was dark, but amid the darkness was movement. Soft glimmers of light danced about the room, soft and undefined images mixing with the light.

      It was time for her to find out what it was, why she was brought to this place. She entered.

      “Close the door,” came a collection of whispers from the darkness.

      She was startled but did as she was told.

      “What is this?” she called out.

      “Look,” the whispers replied.

      Yes, it was dark, but the dancing glimmers of soft light provided enough illumination to move by. She stepped forward and squinted into the darkness, attempting to make some sense of what she was seeing. The images shifted with each step she took. Each of the multitude of images appeared to be separated from one another and contained within a rectangular border. Then it hit her. The room was filled with mirrors, floor to ceiling.

      She moved slowly across the room, each step cautious, deliberate. Her eyes scanned the multitude of mirrors. With each step, the mirrors' images began to take form. She didn't see herself as she had expected. The images were indistinct. It made sense considering the dim lighting in the room.

      She stepped closer, her eyes moving from mirror to mirror. She was more than a little confused. But amid the confusion came a sense of familiarity. Without being completely sure what it was she was looking at, she felt a sense of home in some of the images.

      Still closer, and the first image solidified, came to life. It was clear to her why she felt that sense of home in some of the images. She was home. Her eyes locked on the image directly in front of her. It was her childhood home in Florida.

      She pivoted on her heel, peered into the darkness behind her, immediately felt silly for doing so, and turned back to the image.

      Why was she seeing this? Was she hallucinating?

      Hallucination or not, her eyes began to well.

      The tears barely had time to blur her vision before her eyes moved to the next image―Kennedy Space Center, a second home for most of her teen and adult life.

      She shook her head. Her eyes moved from that image to the one above―Encounter, parked in the field in Florida where the Kennedy Space Center had stood centuries earlier.

      Her eyes moved from image to image―her high school, the mall where her teenage crush, Billy Baxter, kissed her for the first time, the beach where she spent many hours of her young adult years soaking up the sun and partying with her friends, Mars as seen from the cockpit of Encounter where she finally acknowledged her love for Captain Elexa Thomas―only to herself, of course. Elexa was, at that time, a happily married woman.

      Image after image of the most significant scenes of her life filled her dancing eyes. She didn't know what to make of it. She didn't know why she was seeing these places, or even if she was seeing these places.

      The shadows had tapped into her memories. That was the only conclusion she could come to. These strange, other-worldly beings were probing her mind and projecting her memories into the glass. For what reason, she couldn't begin to fathom.

      Rapid movement caught her attention and drew her eyes to a mirror above. She had no trouble identifying the two figures running as if their lives depended on it. She was in love with one of them. The other was a father figure.

      “What are they running from?!” she pleaded.

      Darkness poured through the gaps between the glass, like water from a broken tank, cascading around and behind her. She turned toward the darkness and watched it rise like a plume of black smoke. It separated and formed several humanoid-shaped, free-standing shadows.

      “They're looking for you,” came the multitude of out-of-sync whispers. “We have a proposal for you.”
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      George was finally able to get to work on figuring out what the actual problem was. He didn't have the heart to tell them. More importantly, it wouldn't have been prudent to tell them. He didn't want them to panic. He had to be as optimistic as possible if he was going to get anything accomplished. He told them that the storm had shorted out Encounter's electrical system. That was a lie, one of only a handful of lies he had ever told Richard. He wasn't proud of it. Lying to Richard made him feel guilty, but the guilt was offset somewhat by the fact that the lie was absolutely necessary to get the job done. The lie was absolutely necessary, because the truth was disturbing. The truth was a mystery. George didn't have the faintest clue what had happened to Encounter. What had happened to Encounter shouldn't have happened. He designed the thing to travel to the farthest reaches of space, to persevere under the most extreme circumstances. It was a spaceship for crying out loud! If a spaceship couldn't survive a common lightning storm, it wasn't much of a spaceship, was it?

      He ran the length of the ship repeatedly, from the cockpit to the engine room and back again, performing every diagnostic in his toolkit, formulating every theory imaginable, no matter how fantastic. The principle of Occam's razor led him to one undeniable, frightening conclusion. The ship had been forced down by an electromagnetic pulse that rendered the ship's electrical system inert. Nothing else could have had such an effect on the ship. There was no physical damage. Encounter simply didn't work.

      George had reached the end of his rope, feeling as if he had run out of options. He took a seat in the Captain's chair and put his foot up on the helm. He was done with diagnostics. He needed to think this through. At the very least, he needed to be able to tell his crew mates something when they returned. He couldn't continue lying to them. He had to tell them the truth. They were adrift on a glorified boat in the middle of an ocean on a planet that was ninety percent ocean with no conceivable way of returning home. Yes, that's what he would tell them...if it came to that. But he wasn't quite there yet. He wasn't ready to call it a day. He needed to sit still, relax, analyze the problem and formulate a solution.

      Meditating on the problem as he gazed upon the ocean through the viewport was just what the doctor ordered. Putting aside the fact that he wasn't on a pleasure cruise, the view from the cockpit was actually quite beautiful. He allowed himself the briefest of moments to take in the beauty before him.

      The briefest of moments was a tad briefer and a bit more abrupt than he would have preferred as he was suddenly thrown to his left, falling from the Captain's chair and grunting as he hit the floor. He didn't need to look through the viewport to know that Encounter had begun spinning. He could feel it as he rose to his knees and reached for the helm to steady himself. With one hand on the helm, he risked a peek through the viewport and immediately regretted it. His view of the horizon was a blur as it raced past his field of vision. The ocean surrounding Encounter was spinning. The ship was caught in a maelstrom. It was being pulled down into the vortex. The inner wall of the maelstrom was rising into his field of vision as the ship descended further into its funnel. He felt helpless. There was nothing he could do to prevent the inevitable.

      Except panic. His heart began racing, pounding against his chest. He began hyperventilating. He didn't want to die. Not like this. He didn't want to leave Richard behind. Encounter was going to be George's tomb at the bottom of the ocean. Richard would never know what happened to him. His disappearance would be a mystery. Richard would be lost.

      His life with Richard flooded his mind. This was how it was going to end. He would focus on Richard, cherish the life they shared together, and everything would be okay. He would descend into darkness, thankful for the love he took with him.

      He grabbed the helm with his other hand and pulled himself to his feet. He gazed into the vortex, but he didn't see it. Water crashed against the viewport, but he didn't see it. The ocean's depths embraced Encounter, pulling the ship further into darkness, but George didn't see the darkness. He saw Richard, and he smiled.

      It would all be over soon. Encounter would be crushed and he along with it. Consumed by the darkness of the ocean's depths, he made peace with his imminent demise. He was ready for the end. He was ready to embrace it. Any moment now, death would reach for him from the darkness, and he would reach back. He would throw his arms around it. Any moment now.

      Then he saw the light.
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      They didn't look anything like the aliens that David had imagined them to be. Of course, there are countless images the mind can conjure when imagining an extraterrestrial, but David had a particular image in mind: gray, large black eyes, stubby ears with a stubby nose to match, a wiry thin body with long skinny arms and long bony fingers. These extraterrestrials didn't look anything like that particular mental image. These extraterrestrials were white from head to toe. Their bodies seemed to be emitting a soft orange light. They were huge with bulbous heads and long limbs. David guessed they were each at least eight feet tall. David counted sixteen of them. They didn't have many distinctive physical features. In fact, aside from their large black eyes, their bodies were featureless.

      They moved in, surrounded the shuttle. There was no escape. But he wasn't entirely sure that there was any danger to escape from. They didn't seem particularly hostile. They weren't rushing the shuttle. They appeared to be curious―about the shuttle, its occupants or both. They didn't look at one another. If they were communicating with one another, David couldn't hear them. They appeared to be waiting for David and Emily to make the first move.

      David looked to Emily who, in typical fashion, appeared calm. Her eyes scanned the beings before meeting David's gaze.

      “Any bright ideas?” David asked, his voice trembling.

      “Well, based on their demeanor, they're not hostile. I mean, if they wanted to hurt us, they probably could.”

      “So what do we do?”

      Emily shrugged. “Well, we have two choices: Stay in here and wait for them to do...something, or get out and try to communicate with them.”

      David frowned. Neither option was particularly tempting. But of course, it wasn't really an option, was it? Emily was clearly suggesting they get out and try to communicate with them.

      David nodded. “Option b it is.”

      Emily gave him a faint smile and a nod before turning to the passenger side door. David nervously watched her press the touchscreen panel beside the door. The door silently slid open.

      Was he really going to let her get out first?

      The three beings standing near the door didn't react. Emily raised her hands to shoulder level, indicating that she meant them no harm.

      David was impressed with her bravery and ashamed with, what he perceived to be, his cowardice.

      Emily raised the back of her right hand to her mouth and opened and closed her fingers, indicating that she wanted to talk. She began sliding from her seat.

      David took that as his cue, pressing the touchscreen panel beside his door. Five of the beings were waiting for him as the door slid open.

      David raised his hands as Emily had and flashed his friendliest smile. He took one last over the shoulder look at Emily to see her standing silently among the beings on her side of the shuttle before sliding from his seat and planting his feet on the ground. The beings didn't move. David looked at them and nodded timidly.

      “Now what?” he murmured.

      Now, you come with us.

      David was startled. The words seemed to have come from inside his head.

      Please, do not be alarmed. We hope that we did not frighten you. But it is difficult for our species to initiate telepathic communication with beings that are not telepathic without startling them.

      David looked over his shoulder. Emily was looking back at him through the shuttle's open doors. She nodded, her eyes wide. “I heard it too,” she confirmed.

      David turned to the being closest to him. “You communicate telepathically,” he stated as a matter of clarification.

      We do. The words echoed through his head.

      Emily said, “And just to be clear, you're speaking to both of us?”

      We are. We can isolate an individual and communicate to that individual alone, but at this time, we are communicating with both of you.

      “How do you know our language?” David asked.

      “They don't,” Emily responded. “Our brains translate their telepathic signals into English. And I'm guessing that you're all communicating as one.”

      That is correct. Our species is a collective. We are individual parts of a whole. We communicate as one; we exist as one.

      “What do you want with us?” David asked.

      We want you to come with us.

      David and Emily glanced at one another. Emily said, “If we refuse?”

      You do not want to refuse. That is not a threat. We will not harm you if refuse. We cannot guarantee that no harm will come to you if you refuse to come with us, but we have no intention of harming you. It is in your best interests to come with us.

      “Where are you taking us?” Emily asked.

      We are taking you to the tower in the center of the city. We know that you have more questions. Every answer we give you will inevitably lead to more questions. But we have told you all that we can tell you for the time being. The answers you are seeking are in the tower.

      The being closest to David extended a long white arm toward the forest, gesturing for David and Emily to come with them. The other beings repeated the gesture. What choice did they have? David accepted the invitation with a faint smile and began walking. He sidled up to Emily as they both crossed the front of the shuttle.

      “This is fun,” he quipped, taking her hand.

      “Interesting to say the least,” Emily replied softly as they began walking toward the forest.

      The beings surrounded them as they walked but kept their distance.

      David leaned close to Emily and said, “I'd say they were taking us to see their leader, but I don't think they have any leaders.”

      Emily shook her head. “They're a collective. They don't answer to anybody but themselves.”

      “What do they want with us?”

      “To tell us something...or show us something. They brought us here for a reason.”

      “Are you guessing, or do you know this?”

      “How would I know this?”

      “Your powers of perception―”

      “Are non-existent, David. They have been for some time now.”

      David looked away. The elephant in the room, the unspoken truth, the truth he had been avoiding, was now out in the open. The door had been opened. And now that it was open, he didn't know what to say.

      Emily filled the silence with another truth. “But you've known that for awhile now, haven't you?”

      David nodded before looking at her. “I knew something was going on with you. I just didn't know...what.”

      “The what is a bit complicated, but put simply, the term 'non-corporeal' is a bit misleading. We in the Great Community, or the Community of Light as you refer to us, are beings of pure consciousness, but our physical bodies still exist...within us. As we evolve to beings of pure consciousness, our physical bodies are absorbed, the molecules of our bodies are phased into our consciousness. But based on our recent...experience together, you must know that my physical body has returned.”

      David felt his face flush at her reference to their “experience together.” He nodded. “I...uh...I had my suspicions.”

      “The answer to the question you never asked is, yes, it is possible for me to be intimate as a being of pure consciousness. However, the difference for both of us would have been a bit...different.”

      David furrowed his brow. “How so?”

      “Let's just say the experience would have been more cerebral and less physical. Sexual encounters between two physical beings can be both, but an encounter between a physical being and a being of pure consciousness emphasizes the mental more than the physical. It would be difficult for you to grasp the concept without actually experiencing it.”

      David resisted the impulse to inquire as to whether or not that experience would be possible for the two of them.

      Instead, he asked, “What's going on with you?”

      Emily sighed. "My body has returned, the molecules no longer phased. I am no longer a being of pure consciousness because I have been separated from the Great Community for a long time. The Great Community is a collective. Our existence as beings of pure consciousness is dependent on one another. We need to be linked to one another to continue to exist in that state. We can be separated and continue to exist in that state but only for a limited time."

      “Why didn't you tell me any of this?”

      “There's only so much I can tell you, David. There's only so much I can accurately convey to you. I'm not even sure if what I've told you is completely accurate, but it's as accurate as human words can convey. Besides, I've been struggling with this. This transition has been very difficult for me...for so many reasons.”

      “These beings, they're a collective as well. Do they have any connection to the Community?”

      Emily shook her head. “No, the Great Community is a community of non-corporeal beings. Our new friends here are corporeal beings as far as I can tell. They're highly evolved corporeal beings. They communicate telepathically. But the Great Community is a community of human beings. These beings are a different species altogether.”

      He hesitated before asking the question that was on his lips, but he decided they had come this far in the conversation. They may as well go all the way with it. “That little meeting you had with... yourself, did that have anything to do with us?”

      Emily smiled. “My little personal moment? Yes and no. Well...more yes than no. That encounter made the transition a little less difficult.” She paused. David got the sense that she was hesitant to say more on the subject. She sighed and said, “I had been fighting the transition, holding back my physical form. The transition would have happened eventually. It just would have taken a bit longer. That encounter convinced me to stop fighting it, to let go and embrace my physical form.”

      “So you're...you?” David regretted the question the moment it left his mouth.

      Emily chuckled. “I've always been me, David. Whether corporeal, non-corporeal, or something in-between, I'm me. But I know what you mean. I'm somewhere in-between. Like I said, I'm transitioning. I'm on the road toward becoming the physical gal you knew before I rejoined the Great Community.”

      “But when we return to Earth, you'll rejoin the Community, right?” He wasn't sure what he wanted her answer to be.

      “If we return to Earth...” She looked at him and winked. “No, seriously, when we return to Earth...well, we'll just have to cross that bridge when we come to it.”

      David was pleasantly surprised by her answer. She was actually considering leaving the Community of Light...permanently. This was more than he could have hoped for. And yet, he didn't want to be excited about it. Being excited about Emily leaving the Community of Light seemed somehow...selfish. He had prided himself on the fact that he had loved her every bit as much after she rejoined the Community of Light as he had before. But the fact remained, he had been bitter. A crack had formed in their relationship when she rejoined the Community, and that crack had grown into a chasm so wide he could barely see her. It was no coincidence that he had begun to feel closer to her, both physically and emotionally, as her body re-established itself. He had begun to feel closer to her than he ever had before.

      He sensed there was more and knew that he probably should have dropped it at that point, but he was on a roll. He couldn't stop himself. “Is there something else you're not telling me?”

      She didn't look at him. He could see that she was hesitant to respond.

      “Tell me,” he persisted. “No secrets.”

      “Unfortunately, there have to be some secrets.”

      “Fair enough. But not this one. You're reluctant to tell me, but you want to tell me. Don't you?”

      She glanced at him.

      “Just go for it. What's the worst that can happen?”

      She threw her head back and sighed. “You've been having some weird dreams lately, haven't you?”

      Despite the fact that her question had just touched a nerve, he shrugged. “All my dreams are weird.”

      "Come on. You know what I'm talking about. These dreams are particularly weird because after you have them, they stay with you for awhile. Do you know what I mean?"

      “I do,” he conceded.

      “Good. We're on the right track.” She paused, took a deep breath and said, “Those dreams? They're not just dreams. They're suppressed memories of actual events.”

      She looked at him to gauge his reaction, but he wasn't sure how to react. He wasn't even sure if he remembered the dreams. They had something to do with space travel, something to do with another vessel―another Encounter. Vague images of forgotten dreams flooded his brain. But he had had the dream before their experience with the inbound Encounter.

      “I don't understand,” he admitted.

      “And there is no reason why you should. I didn't understand it at first myself, and I'm not sure I can do a very good job of explaining it to you.”

      “Just give it your best shot.”

      She let out a long sigh. “Right. My best shot. Okay, here goes. Have you ever heard of a temporal loop?”

      David threw his hands up and shrugged. “It sounds like something from Star Trek.”

      Emily smiled. “It was an actual theoretical scientific principle that's become an actual scientific reality.” She looked at him sheepishly.

      It took a moment for the meaning of Emily's words to sink in. He furrowed his brow and pointed his index finger at her, then himself. “What...us?”

      She nodded slowly. “I don't have all the details, and the few details that were imparted to me by my future counterpart are fading as my body re-establishes itself, but yes, we are stuck in a temporal loop. We're experiencing the same period of time over and over again.”
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      David stopped in his tracks. Emily stopped next to him. He dipped his head, his wide eyes scanning the weeds in front of his feet as if the meaning of what Emily had just told him would be found there.

      He raised his head and looked at her. She was looking around at their escorts. He followed her gaze. Their escorts were waiting patiently.

      “We should probably keep moving,” she said before bringing her tentative gaze back to David.

      “How long?” David said nervously. “How long have we been stuck in this...loop?”

      Emily furrowed her brow. "You mean how many times have we been through the loop?"

      David raised his arms, shrugged emphatically and looked off into the distance. He pondered his own question for a moment before concluding that he wasn't entirely sure what he meant when he asked it. He decided the number of times they had traveled through the loop was a reasonable query and said, "Yeah."

      "This is our third trip through the loop," she said bluntly.

      He dropped his gaze to the ground, contemplating the plethora of meanings and possibilities of what he had just been told. "You mean we've had the same experiences three times?" he muttered.

      Emily shook her head slowly. "No, we've had similar experiences up until this point in the loop, but not the same experiences. Each time through the loop is a bit different based on the choices we make." She smiled slyly. "Did you ever read those choose your own adventure books when you were a kid?"

      David snickered. "You're kidding."

      "No, I'm not kidding. Did you?"

      "Yes," he moaned. "And I get your point. Different choices set us off in different directions."

      Emily brightened, stabbing a finger into the air. "Right!"

      "But if we didn't know that we've been through the loop before, why would we make different choices? Wouldn't we make the same choices each time?"

      "We do know. We just don't know that we know. Ya know?"

      David rolled his eyes. "I know. At least I think I know."

      Emily cocked an eyebrow. "What do ya know?"

      "That the memories of our previous experiences through the loop are stored in our unconscious, hence the dreams."

      Emily gave him a wink. "Bingo."

      "Three times," David pondered aloud.

      "Three times," Emily echoed.

      "So this temporal loop is something new." He winced at the extreme irony of his assumption. "I mean, the loop was created recently." He winced again, knowing that his attempt to clarify was every bit as ironic. He threw up his arms. "You know what I mean."

      Emily chuckled softly. "Well, 'new' and 'recently' would be relative terms in our case."

      "What do you mean by that?" he asked, narrowing his eyes. “How large is the loop? I mean, how long a period of time are we talking about?”

      Emily looked away from David's prying eyes and didn't respond. He knew that this was something she didn't want to, or couldn't, talk about. “What?” David pushed. “Days? Weeks? Months?”

      She looked at him pleadingly. “I can't tell you. I'm sorry.”

      “Years? Centuries?”

      “I can tell you where the loop ends, but I can't tell you where it begins. What I mean is, I can tell you how far ahead into the future the loop goes, but I can't tell you how far back in time it begins. It's too dangerous. This is why my future counterpart imparted this information to me and me alone, and I've already told you too much.”

      David threw his hands up in the air. “Why did you bother telling me anything?”

      Emily winced. “I can't tell you that either. I can only tell you that it's important for you to know what I've told you...for future reference.”

      David furrowed his brow. “For future reference,” he echoed cynically.

      “Yes,” she said remorsefully.

      “And of course, you can't tell me what that means either.”

      “I'm sorry.”

      David unabashedly sighed. “Okay, anything is better than nothing. Throw me a bone; how far into the future does the loop go?” He raised his eyebrows in anticipation of the answer.

      "It ends when we return to Earth, when our future counterparts return to Earth, just after our little rendezvous." She paused before adding, “Then we go back...to wherever the loop begins and start all over.”

      "Wait. I just want to make sure I have this straight. You're talking about the future Encounter."

      "Right. Our future counterparts."

      "Right after the other you went back to her Encounter, right after they left us and made their way to Earth, they went back to wherever this time loop begins?"

      "Exactly."

      “How? Why? Why is this happening to us?”

      “I don't know, honey. I really don't. But there is some encouraging news.”

      David watched Emily's expression brighten, and his brightened right along with it.

      She looped her arm through his. “Let's keep walking, and we'll talk about,” she said softly, taking the first step.

      David stepped along with her.

      “My future counterpart didn't exactly tell me about this time loop; she showed me. This is where it gets a bit difficult to explain, but we merged.”

      “That wasn't difficult to explain at all,” David quipped.

      Emily chortled. “Yeah, I guess it wasn't as difficult to explain as I thought it would be. Anyway, you know that I'm still non-corporeal. So is my future counterpart. Well, we absorbed our physical bodies and merged so she could show me all of the events that have taken place and are about to take place.”

      “So you can see what's going to happen to us.”

      Emily shook her head solemnly. “No, of course not. The future was blocked, as is should have been. I could see the events leading up to the moment I merged with my future counterpart, but I couldn't see any further. We can't be allowed to see our own futures.”

      David furrowed his brow. "All right, now I'm confused. You were able to see the future when you were a being of pure consciousness. It wasn't a problem then. Everything that will happen is happening now and blah, blah, blah."

      Emily smirked. "You're starting to sound like Deanna."

      "Well, maybe she's onto something. You're contradicting yourself. When you said that you couldn't see a future for us, any of us, that was a problem. Now suddenly, seeing our own futures is the problem? I'm sorry, but that's a contradiction."

      "Seeing the future has always been a problem for you because you've always been corporeal. Until recently, I wasn't corporeal. But now I'm transitioning. The filter of the flesh is returning, and the filter of the flesh makes all the difference in the world. Non-corporeal beings are non-linear. They exist independent of time. Corporeal beings, like you and now me, exist in a linear state. Our existence is dependent on time. And do I need to tell you the potential ramifications of knowing too much about your own future?"

      David felt like he was being lectured. "No, I've seen Back to the Future."

      "Great movie! Yeah. Well, now you understand why my future counterpart couldn't tell me anything about our future."

      "Because it would pollute the timeline," David muttered.

      "Well, the timeline is already polluted. Just running into our future selves has polluted the timeline. But knowing what our future counterparts experienced could be disastrous. It would force us to make different choices at every turn. If we know that our future counterparts did such and such, and it didn't work out well for them, we would inevitably make a different choice that would lead to an entirely different set of circumstances."

      "Well, at least we know we're all going to make it back through the wormhole in a couple of weeks." The moment the words left his mouth, he regretted them.

      "No, every trip through the loop will be different for so many reasons." David nodded vigorously as she spoke, desperately wanting to break in to tell her that he already understood what she was in the process of telling him. "Every trip through the loop gives us another chance to experience everything again with slightly altered circumstances each time. We accumulate more knowledge, albeit unconsciously, that alter our choices the next time we go through the loop. And of course, rendezvousing with our future selves has polluted the timeline which alters our circumstances going forward. Bottom line is, we don't know if we're going to make it back through the wormhole in a couple of weeks."

      David smiled glumly. "Thanks for the pep talk."

      "It's not a pep talk; it's a truth talk."

      "Well, as long as you're giving me this truth talk, it's true that regardless of what happens to us, even if we all die, we'll go back to the beginning of the temporal loop and start all over again."

      "Right," Emily said brightly.

      "Like Groundhog Day."

      "Right, only our loop is longer than a day."

      "Right." David pondered this information for a moment before adding, "So in a weird way, this is good news."

      Emily smiled broadly. "In a weird way, it's very good news!"

      David matched her smile with one of his own. “Weird is par for the course with us.”

      “Now you're catching on!”

      “So we have a chance.”

      “We have multiple chances,” Emily pointed out. “My future counterpart and I believe that whoever or whatever created this time loop and placed us in it did so to help us.”

      “Help us with what?” He asked the question instinctively, but that same instinct told him that it was futile to ask. He knew what her answer was going to be.

      “I can't tell you,” she said bluntly.

      “Of course you can't.”

      “Whatever intelligence placed us in this loop took the extra step of creating a temporal distortion in the wormhole to send our future counterparts back early to help us figure this all out.”

      David had been doing everything in his power to temper his growing frustration, but he was sick of holding back. He felt like Emily was teasing him with morsels of information. “You mean help you figure it out since you're not keeping the rest of us in the loop. No pun intended.”

      “I will fill you in when the time is right,” Emily countered diplomatically. “I don't want to keep secrets from you, from any of you, but like I said, it would be extremely dangerous to tell you everything I know. I have to keep some of this to myself for the time being.”

      David hesitated, took a deep breath to settle his nerves and said, “So let me see if I get this straight; you believe some intelligence, some omnipotent being, created the time loop and sent our future selves back early to solve a mystery that that same intelligence created for us.”

      “Yes.”

      David placed the tips of his fingers on his head and pulled them up and out, miming his head exploding. “Mind equals blown.”

      “I know. It's confusing. I really don't understand it myself, and this muddled head of mine isn't helping matters.”

      “This sounds like a job for George and Richard.”

      Emily hesitated before saying, “Let's just keep this between you and I for now.”

      David was perplexed. “Why? We're gonna need all the help we can get on this.”

      “Please just trust me on this one,” she pleaded. “We'll tell them when the time is right, but for right now, it's our little secret.” She paused. Leaning forward as they walked and looking up into his eyes, she said, “Okay?”

      “Okay,” David relented. He hesitated a moment before muttering, “Why that one moment?”

      Emily raised her eyebrows and leaned into him. “Pardon?”

      “If we're stuck in a loop and we're repeating the same period of time over and over again, why is my brain fixated on that one encounter with...Encounter? Why am I having a recurring dream about that one event and not some other event that I've repeated? You can tell me that, can't you?”

      “The time loop intersects at that point,” she responded matter-of-factly, as if the answer to his question should have been obvious. “You're living two moments simultaneously when we encounter...Encounter.” She chortled. “You're experiencing two moments in time at precisely the same time within the loop, one as we're leaving Earth and one as our future counterparts are returning to Earth. This experience is having a pretty dramatic effect on your subconscious. And it's not just you; the others have been having the same dreams.”

      “I guess that makes sense,” he said with a hint of sarcasm in his voice. "And you? Have you been having these dreams?"

      "We don't have dreams in the Great Community. But...I had some kind of experience. I guess you can call it a vision. I saw that event. I saw...actually, I experienced our rendezvous with the outbound Encounter...with us as we were leaving Earth. I had this experience several times, each time as we were returning to Earth, and each experience was different."

      David was taken aback. "You told us that you couldn't see the future, that you couldn't see a future for any of us."

      "I didn't lie to you," she said defensively. "I didn't see anything. I experienced it. That may be a distinction without a difference to you, but it means a world of difference to me. I didn't understand what was happening to me. I didn't understand the experience. It was an unprecedented experience for a member of the Great Community. They weren't even aware that I had this vision, if you can call it that, and they should have been, because as I've explained to you repeatedly, so often, you're probably sick of hearing it, everything is shared openly in the Great Community. No secrets. No filters. I had to communicate this experience to the  Great Community, which was unprecedented in itself. We, the entire Community, were completely baffled by the experience."

      "But now you know what it means," David said casually.

      "Right."

      "And you can't tell me."

      "Right. Well, not now anyway."

      "Right," David muttered.

      He was tempted to push the conversation further but thought better of it, feeling it would be more prudent to let it go at that point and pick it up at another time. There was no rush. He had plenty of bizarre information to absorb and process. He wasn't sure how much more his brain could handle at that point.

      Besides, there was the pressing matter of their new found friends to contend with. Those newfound native friends led them to the edge of the forest. It was there that David got his first clear look at the city. The planet's twin moons provided more than enough illumination to take in the view from afar. It was a miraculous but frightening view. The collection of dark, obsidian-like, low-rise buildings framed the towering, jagged tower at the center of the city like a crowd of terrified subjects bowing to their king. The ominous view was enough to stop David in his tracks. Emily, her fingers intertwined with his, stopped with him.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “I'm fine. I just, uh...I was struck by the view.”

      Emily followed his gaze to the tower. “A bit creepy, isn't it?”

      David nodded and smiled nervously. “Just a bit.”

      “Come on, champ. I got ya back.”

      She did it. Without trying, she emasculated him...or he emasculated himself. He knew she didn't mean anything by it, but her comments struck a sensitive nerve. He was nervous, but he was brave. Facing one's fears is the definition of bravery.

      He lifted his chin and said, “Let's do this.”

      Emily gave him a nod of encouragement. “Right on!”

      They moved forward, reached the edge of the forest and stepped into the clearing. A short field of waist-high grass and weeds stood between them and the city. With each stride, they were forced to raise their feet higher than usual to traverse the field. Their long-limbed companions stepped through the field with little effort.

      The moons would provide ample illumination for their trek through the city, but aside from the streets and the low-level buildings that surrounded them, there didn't seem to be much to illuminate as far as David could tell. He couldn't see anything resembling a vehicle, and the streets he was able to see from their position just outside the city were barren.

      They reached the edge of the overgrown field. An expanse of dark stone stood between them and the first ominous structures at the city's edge. David felt the need to stop. Something about this situation just didn't feel right. Of course, how could it feel right? He had never been placed in a similar situation.

      Emily squeezed his hand. “You all right?”

      David shook his head, gazing absently into the city. “No, not really.”

      “It doesn't feel right,” she suggested, as if reading his thoughts.

      “It doesn't feel right,” he echoed.

      “I agree.”

      That had surprised him. He looked at her for clarification.

      “If you're looking for some kind of explanation, I don't have one to give you,” she said without looking at him. Her eyes were fixed on the tower in the distance. “I'll tell you this much: Something about this place seems strange and familiar at the same time.” She turned her gaze toward him. “Is that what you're feeling?”

      David shook his head slowly. “No, it just feels strange.” But for the life of him, he couldn't figure out why.

      She nodded and turned her gaze back to the tower. “Welp, are we still doing this?”

      David assumed it was a rhetorical question, as Emily was leaning toward the field of stone, ready to move on.

      “I suppose,” he muttered.

      She stepped onto the field of stone, pulling David by the hand like a mother pulling her child through a grocery store, a whimsical smile curling her lips as if the brief exchange they'd had a moment earlier hadn't taken place. The “familiar” side of her “strange and familiar” feelings about their situation seemed to be the direction she was leaning in. If she still felt that their situation was a bit strange, she must have felt that it was that par for the course kind of strange rather than the apprehensive kind of strange he'd been referring to.

      Of course, that apprehensive kind of strange had a lot to do with their black-eyed, long-limbed, glowing companions. If David didn't know better, he would have been under the impression that they were guiding their seven-foot-tall luminous escorts rather than the other way around. The beings stopped when they stopped, moved when they moved.

      “Do you have anything you want to add to this conversation?!” David called out cynically as he and Emily traipsed hand in hand across the stone field.

      We do not have anything to add to your conversation. We had surmised that your conversation was a private one and did not wish to interfere. If you have something you would like us to contribute to the conversation, you are more than welcome to ask us. However, we cannot guarantee that any of your questions will be answered to your satisfaction.

      “Never mind!” David barked. “Just...never mind.”

      Emily gave his hand another squeeze. “Keep it together there, sailor.”

      “I'm fine,” he muttered.

      Their escorts led them into the city. David was able to get a much-desired look at the architecture up close. Contrary to his view from outside the city, the view from the city's streets gave him a far better appreciation for the subtle diversity of the buildings' designs. The darkness had given him the impression that all of the buildings were black. This was not the case. The tones were dark, but a few dark colors graced the unusual structures. There was plenty of black sprinkled with bits of grays, browns and reds of varying tones. Of course, those varying tones fell on the dark end of the spectrum.

      The shapes were varied, running the gamut of rounded tops, flat tops, angled tops and jagged tops that jutted into the sky as if trying to pierce it.

      They were all relatively low-lying buildings with the lowest at approximately two stories and the highest, aside from the tower in the center of the city, at approximately forty stories.

      David didn't have much trouble estimating the buildings' heights in stories. The buildings had rows of windows with worn wooden shutters secured by rusty hinges. Most of the shutters were closed with a few hanging from their hinges, and some were missing altogether, leaving darkened, arched holes in their wake.

      The similarly-styled doors―worn wood affixed to rusted hinges―had suffered the same fate as the shutters. Most were closed; some hung from their hinges; some were lying on the ground in front of cob-webbed laden darkened entrances.

      It didn't matter much. Privacy wasn't an issue. The place was a ghost town. David couldn't believe that anything or anybody had lived in this broken down old city in quite some time.

      They marched through the barren and increasingly hazardous streets, occasionally sidestepping cracks,  holes or chunks of debris. If these streets had ever been used for mechanized vehicles, they would be nearly impossible to traverse in their current condition. The stone was weathered and breaking apart in many areas. Weeds were pushing their way up through the smaller cracks and trees were sprouting up through the larger ones. Nature was taking the land back.

      Sudden movement. Just ahead and off to the left. By the time David caught sight of it, it was gone. It disappeared between a couple of buildings. He hadn't gotten a good look at it. It may have been a shadow or a silhouette. He wasn't sure, but he believed the form was humanoid.

      He stopped, pointing. “Did you see that?”

      “Yes, I did,” Emily confirmed. “Up ahead to the left. I didn't get a good look at it. Looked like a shadow or...”

      “A silhouette.”

      “Right.”

      “Good. So I'm not crazy.”

      “Not unless your kind of crazy is infectious.”

      That was just one of the cities inhabitants. You may catch a glimpse of them from time to time. Pay them no mind.

      “Are they dangerous?” David inquired apprehensively.

      They can be dangerous, but you do not need to be concerned. They are usually very timid. They are more fearful of you than you are of them. If they happen to engage you in a threatening manner, we will protect you.

      Their escorts' reassurance didn't exactly instill David with confidence. There were beings hiding among them in the shadows, fearful of outsiders. Fear could be every bit as dangerous as animosity. The two often went hand-in-hand. And Emily and David were strangers in a city filled with frightened inhabitants, frightened inhabitants who apparently lived in squalor, frightened inhabitants with little to lose.

      He glanced around at the damage. He was having trouble reconciling the condition of the city with his newfound knowledge that sentient beings inhabited it. "What happened here?" he queried.

      If you are referring to the condition of the city, it has not been occupied by corporeal beings in many years. The city has not been maintained; thus nature has taken a toll, as is its duty and its right.

      David furrowed his brow and looked at Emily. Her expression told him that she was every bit as puzzled as he was.

      “Hasn't been occupied by corporeal beings?” she inquired of their escorts. “The being we just saw was non-corporeal? The city is inhabited by non-corporeal beings?”

      Yes, the city is inhabited by non-corporeal beings. They are here among us. You both may be wondering why you have not encountered more of them. They can be seen, but they do not wish to be seen. They are a very solitary species, choosing to exist only among themselves and each other. They are very wary of outsiders. As such, they choose to remain hidden among the shadows.

      They turned left, then right, left, then right. That last right brought the base of the tower into view for the first time. As awe-inspiring as the tower itself was from their position, it was what surrounded the tower that caused David to stop the moment he laid eyes upon it―a massive, shimmering moat. It was a tremendous amount of water, essentially a lake with a tower jutting up from its center. It appeared to be a natural body of water with the tower having been erected in the center of the lake for protection against someone or something...or a multitude of someones or somethings. The sight was both beautiful and terrifying, the rays of the planet's twin full moons shimmering on the lengthy expanse of water providing a stark contrast to the towering, jagged blade seemingly thrust from the depths of the water by some unseen giant hand to pierce the sky.

      After a brief moment to stop and take in the view, they were led to the water's edge.

      Noting the fact that there wasn't a bridge, a boat or any other conceivable way to cross, David said, “I'm not a very good swimmer.”

      As if in response to David's quip, a path of water, stretching from the outer shore to the tower, began to rise and separate from the surrounding lake. In the short time it took David to silently question the plausibility of a bridge made of water, the water cascaded down to the lake below, leaving an ebony stone bridge in its wake.

      Their luminous escorts led them onto the bridge. David watched Emily run her hand along the top of the short stone wall on the right side of the bridge. He took note of her whimsical expression. Despite the intensity of the situation, she was able to find serenity in it. It was a gift that he wished he had.

      Whispers. Indecipherable, but they'd all heard them. The entire group turned in unison. A small gathering of, what appeared to be, three-dimensional translucent shadows were standing near the foot of the bridge...watching them, whispering. Whether they were whispering among themselves or to one or more among he and his traveling companions, David didn't know. If they were attempting to communicate to one or more members of his group, David wanted to hear what they had to say.

      Emily must have been on the same page, as she took a step toward the three-dimensional shadows only to have one of their luminous escorts raise an arm to stop her.

      It is not safe.

      Emily looked askance at the being but heeded its warning.

      Another of their escorts took a couple of aggressive steps toward the three-dimensional shadows. David stared wide-eyed as the shadowy beings quickly dispersed, morphing into individual clouds of black smoke and coming together as one cloud before retreating into the city.

      “Well, that was...interesting,” David remarked ironically. “You, of course, saw that, right?”

      “Of course I saw it. I'm your kind of crazy, remember?”

      “They were afraid,” David said softly. “They're non-corporeal beings. Why would they be afraid of you?” he asked, raising his voice so that their escorts could hear. “I mean, you can't do them any physical harm.”

      You are correct. We cannot do them any physical harm. They are beings of pure consciousness. We are telepathic.

      David eyed the being that stepped aggressively toward the three-dimensional shadows as it approached him, returning to its position at the back of the group.

      David, your demeanor indicates that you are skeptical.

      David threw his hands up and shrugged. He glanced around at the luminous beings within his field of vision, reminding himself that they were all speaking to him simultaneously. “You haven't given us anything to be skeptical about. You haven't told us very much.”

      Our history with the inhabitants of that city goes back thousands of your Earth years. Yes, they fear us, just as we have feared them. That is the nature of conflict. Trust us when we tell you that it is in our best interest and your best interest for the city's inhabitants to fear us. If they did not fear us, they would have attacked us. They would have attacked you.

      David felt a tug on his shirt sleeve. “Come on,” Emily urged him softly.

      David turned and gazed into her tentative eyes before walking past her. Those eyes had told him all he needed to know about Emily's feelings on the matter. She knew something was not quite right about their situation, but blustering about it at that point in time wasn't going to help them. She didn't even need to say it. She just needed to look at him. She was right. He knew she was right. She was always right.

      They were halfway across the bridge, the base of the tower growing, filling his field of vision. He didn't look left, didn't look right, didn't look up or down. His eyes remain fixed on the base of the tower. But he wasn't really seeing it; he was seeing what was inside of it. And what he was seeing was cold, dark and bleak. What else could he expect to find in a tower that looked as if it were built to pierce the heavens?

      Three-quarters of the way across the bridge, he couldn't see anything but the black of the tower's exterior.

      Reaching the end of the bridge brought David his first glimpse of a break in the tower's black exterior―a pinprick of light at the end of the proverbial dark tunnel. Salvation in the distance. It may have been a pinprick of light, but it was brilliant, casting off more than enough light to illuminate the ground at the foot of the bridge.

      They stepped from the bridge. Trimmed, green, healthy grass brushed the soles of their shoes as they walked toward the light.

      Entranced. David came to the realization that he was in a self-imposed trance. He shook his head, looked at Emily. She returned the look and smiled.

      “Almost there,” she said whimsically.

      “Salvation?”

      She furrowed her brow and eyed him curiously. “You okay?”

      He smiled sheepishly and nodded. “Mm-hm.”

      Emily chuckled. “It's not salvation; it's the entrance.” She gazed at the growing white light. “I'm assuming.”

      It is both.

      David glanced around at their luminous escorts before, once again, settling his eyes on the growing white light. He briefly considered asking them what they meant but thought better of it. He would find out soon enough.

      The light was warm, inviting, a stark contrast to the darkness they'd left behind. Ironically, the warm, inviting light was a stark contrast to the very tower from which the light emanated.

      It was just then, as if in response to his silent observation, that the surface of the tower appeared to change. Its trademark dark exterior began to shift before his very eyes. The change was dramatic but slow. The tower's dark tone was lifting, taking on something brighter. It suddenly occurred to him that it wasn't the tone of the tower itself that was shifting; it was his perspective that was changing. He was growing ever closer to the tower, and as he grew ever closer to the tower, the darkness that was merely reflected in the tower's surface from the surrounding city began to lift, revealing the tower for what it really was―an engineering marvel the likes of which David had never witnessed. The surface was something akin to a mirror. That would be the closest approximation, but it didn't do the surface justice; it didn't come close. The surface of the tower didn't merely reflect its surroundings; it seemed to pull them in, absorb them. But it was nothing more than a camouflage. It was only when the viewer was relatively close that the tower's camouflage vanished and the tower's beauty and opulence were revealed.

      David had to stop and admire the structure. He didn't need to ask Emily to stop and admire it. She was way ahead of him.

      “I would say it's breathtaking,” Emily said, craning her neck to take in the upper half of the tower, “but that just wouldn't...uh...wouldn't...”

      “Wouldn't do it justice?”

      “Yeah, that's it.”

      “What's the point?” David wondered aloud. “I mean, if something this beautiful can't be seen from afar, what's the point?”

      “I don't know. I'm sure our friends here can provide an answer.”

      Only the righteous are welcomed into the Kingdom. Only the righteous are given the privilege of basking in the Kingdom's beauty. You have been given that privilege. Those who inhabit the city behind you have not been given that privilege, and they never will.

      “The kingdom?” Emily challenged. “It's a tower, a majestic one at that, but it's not much of a kingdom.”

      It is not a kingdom; it is the only kingdom; therefore it is the Kingdom. That is its title. Furthermore, kingdoms come in all shapes and sizes. Some kingdoms exist horizontally, some vertically. This one exists vertically.

      “Sorry,” David said. “I've just never heard of a vertical kingdom before.”

      Well, now you have.

      “What makes us so special?” David queried cynically. “Why have we been given the privilege of seeing the Kingdom for what it really is?”

      We cannot tell you very much. It is not our place. What we can tell you is that you have been invited. However, we did not invite you. The one who invited you will be able to answer any questions you have.

      David and Emily gazed questioningly into one another's eyes. David mouthed, The one? Emily responded with a shrug.

      “May we ask who the one is?” Emily inquired, her tone soft and diplomatic.

      You may ask, but we cannot tell you. You will find out soon enough. The one who invited you is waiting patiently for your arrival at the top of the Kingdom. If you did not stop to admire the Kingdom's exterior and ask questions that we cannot answer, you would have already discovered the answers for yourselves.

      The luminous beings began moving toward the entrance.

      “Did they just cop an attitude with us?” David whispered.

      “Yeah, they were a bit snarky,” Emily whispered her reply.

      We can hear you.

      David rolled his eyes, and Emily smiled, biting her lower lip to keep from laughing. Weird was indeed par for the course.

      The entrance was wide. Brightly lit would be an understatement. But despite their close proximity to the wide and extremely well-lit entrance, David couldn't see through it. What lay on the other side of the entrance remained a mystery.

      The luminous beings at the front of their group stepped through the entrance and vanished. They appeared to become one with the light.

      David and Emily stopped before the entrance.

      “It's not just me, right?” David asked, his eyes scanning the wall of light.

      “No. The light itself seems to be the entrance. It's like...a barrier of some kind.”

      David reached out, pressed his fingers into the light. He didn't feel anything. He pushed his arm through, held it there for a moment, then pulled it back. “Yeah, a visual barrier,” he confirmed. He looked at Emily, then back at the entrance. “Well, should I do the honors?”

      “Nope.”

      Without another word, Emily stepped through the entrance and vanished from David's sight.

      David grinned. “All right then.”

      He followed Emily's lead, stepped through the entrance and was treated to a view unlike any he had ever seen before and unlike any he could have expected. Emily was standing a few meters away, facing him, her arms extended wide, her face aglow. She was enthralled, her form framed by the radiance of their surroundings. The immense room was a suitable match for the luminous beings that brought them to this place. The walls, floor and ceiling were white, radiating a warm, orange-hued glow.

      “Have you ever seen anything like it?” Emily called to him.

      David studied the room. A series of tubes extending from floor to ceiling a few meters behind Emily. A few chairs and couches here and there, white and radiating that warm, orange-hued glow to match the rest of the room. A statue of some kind off to his right.

      “No,” David finally responded, so softly that he wasn't sure Emily heard him. “I haven't.”

      She began to spin, her arms wide, and stopped suddenly. Her arms dropped. Her smile faded. Her brow furrowed. She had caught sight of something. David followed her gaze. The statue. She was looking at the statue.

      She marched toward it, David close on her heels. That's when he saw what Emily saw: the depiction of a woman who looked remarkably familiar.

      They both stopped a couple of meters before the statue and gaped at it. It wasn't just familiar; it was uncanny. They looked quizzically at one another before taking a few more steps toward the statue.

      It towered over them. Its features were unmistakable, a thick mane of curly locks, glasses and, the clincher, a scar that ran from its right ear to the corner of its mouth. It was a poised depiction, regal. A white marble depiction of Emily with her arms crossed over her chest, bathed in that orange-hued glow.

      David was dumbfounded. Just when he thought things couldn't get weirder. He couldn't begin to imagine what Emily was thinking. He turned to her just in time to watch her do a quick, indignant one hundred eighty degree pivot toward their companions.

      “No!” she barked at them. “What the hell is this?!”

      This is you.

      “Well, that much is obvious, but what the hell am I―” She gestured wildly over her shoulder. “―doing here?!”

      Your confusion is understandable, but as we have already stated, all of your questions will be answered when you meet the one who has invited you here.

      “Oh, good!” she bellowed. “Let's go meet the one who has invited us here!”

      If you will follow us.

      The luminous beings turned and walked toward the row of tubes. Emily marched behind them. David hesitated a moment before tailing Emily as if he were one of her minions. He was beginning to feel like he was in the presence of royalty. Hand to the Queen.

      David didn't really need a close-up look at the tubes to know they were elevators. He, Emily and one of their luminous escorts stepped into the first tube. There was just enough room in the perfectly cylindrical elevator for the three of them. The door slid silently shut.

      Anticipation time. Moment of truth.

      Their luminous escort ran its hand over a touchscreen panel, and before David had any idea that the elevator had moved, the door was sliding open to reveal a white, luminous corridor.

      Their luminous escort extended its arm, gesturing for the couple to exit. They stepped out of the elevator hand in hand. Their luminous escort did not follow them.

      Emily and David turned to face it.

      “Are we supposed to know where we're going?” Emily queried.

      There is only one way to go. Just follow the corridor until you reach your destination.

      With that, the tube's door slid shut.

      “Awesome,” David muttered.

      “Moment of truth.”

      They turned simultaneously, the long, luminous corridor stretching off into the distance with, presumably, the one who invited them waiting at the end of that long, luminous corridor.

      “Moment of truth indeed,” David agreed. He took Emily's hand. “Shall we?”

      They stepped together, their inside feet touching the corridor floor simultaneously. Pause. Their outer feet crossed their inner feet and touched simultaneously. Pause. Each step was a slow, steady beat...or a countdown; it reminded David of a countdown. And countdowns usually didn't end very well.

      David suddenly had a flash, a vision, a memory. Dorothy, Toto, the Scarecrow, the Tin Man and the Cowardly Lion slowly, methodically marching down the corridor, shoulder to shoulder, arm in arm, toward their salvation...or their doom. At that point in the story, they didn't know which of those outcomes were waiting for them. But they took their chances, for what choice did they have?

      David and Emily, shoulder to shoulder, hand in hand, marching slowly, methodically down their very own corridor, toward their very own Wizard. But what did their Wizard represent, salvation or doom? Only one way to find out.

      Moment of truth.

      Step after methodical step. The anticipation was beginning to take its toll on his nerves. Anticipation sucks! Part of him wanted to run to the end of the corridor and get it over with already, but the other part of him, the part that made his legs move, was perfectly fine with the slow, methodical pace.

      The corridor―so long, so bright, he couldn't even make out the end. He squinted. Nothing. Too darn bright.

      A few more steps would reveal something. A turn in the corridor, the end of the corridor. Something. Anything.

      Hearts hammering. Bodies trembling.

      Just a few more steps. Just a few more slow, methodical steps.

      Then it appeared. The end of the corridor off in the distance. The end of the line.

      They paused, looked at one another, looked toward their destination and stepped...and stepped again. They picked up their pace. One quick step after another, the anxiety to finally reach their destination and find out just who it was that had invited them to this place trouncing their anxiety to turn tail and run.

      The end of the line loomed closer with each frantic step. At the end of that line was a door, a big white door. And on the other side of that door was the one who had invited them.

      Those frantic steps elongated. They were trotting, then running, never letting go of one another's hands.

      They neared the door, slowed to a trot, a brisk walk and stopped. They had arrived.

      They looked wide-eyed at one another, then back at the door. A touchscreen panel at the side of the door. Emily reached for it, but it wasn't necessary. The door slid open.

      A large white, circular room. A sunken center. Two semi-circular couches. And on one of those couches...a man. Not a luminous being. A man. A human being.

      He stood. He turned. He faced them.

      Middle-aged. Dark skin. 21st Century casual Earth clothes. Slacks, button-down shirt. He looked to be Latino. He looked very familiar.

      He smiled warmly. It wasn't one of those Hey, it's nice to meet you smiles. It was a smile of familiarity.

      Emily's hand shook violently in his. She let go. A gasp.

      David looked at her. Her face was contorted. Mouth agape. Lips trembling. Eyes brimming with tears.

      Shock.

      She recognized him.

      David leaned into her and whispered, “Em, who is this?”

      She didn't respond. She didn't even hear him.

      Her body trembled violently. The tears flowed.

      Her mouth closed, and when it opened again, a single word escaped: “Dad?”
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      I won't lose you. I lost them, but I won't lose you.

      Their footfalls and their frantic breathing were the only sounds in the vacuum of silence. If they were capable of speaking at that moment, neither of them would have dared. What would they have said? What would she have said that would have elicited a response capable of either shaking or strengthening her resolve. She was in the zone. Her mission in that moment, her only mission, was clear―find Deanna.

      Thank goodness for the regenerative medicine coursing through their bodies. It gave them that extra kick when their muscles wanted to scream NO MORE! If it weren't for regenerative medicine, the significantly older Richard might have been left in the dust. She snuck a glance in his direction. He was chugging along next to her like a trooper. Good! She would need him.

      They managed to run full-steam through the short stretch of forest and up the embankment without tripping. Reaching the city's edge, they stopped. Richard bent forward, planted his hands on his thighs and dipped his head. He needed a moment to catch his breath which was just fine with Elexa considering the scene before her.

      Gloom and doom would be an understatement. The city looked as if it had been hit by a hurricane or a tornado or a tsunami or an earthquake or all of the above...simultaneously. A series of rectangular black stone structures, the tallest being no higher than three stories high, stretched off into the darkness. The city was in ruins. Some of the structures had partially collapsed; some had completely collapsed, leaving just the base of the structure and mounds of black rubble strewn about. Many of the structures that remained upright were cracked and leaning one way or the other as if just about ready to give up the fight.

      In the distance, she observed, what appeared to be, partially collapsed former skyscrapers. The tops were mangled. Severed beams jutted up from the stone, leaning this way and that. Large chunks of stone dangled from the sides of some of the buildings as if just waiting for a strong wind to knock them loose and send them plummeting to their final destination on the ground below.

      She looked to Richard, still struggling to catch his breath. Perhaps regenerative medicine wasn't quite as miraculous as she had been led to believe.

      Tapping his shoulder, she said, “Richard, you might want to look up.”

      Richard stood and took in the scene before him. He furrowed his brow. His mouth hung open.

      “What the hell happened here?!” he exclaimed.

      “Everything. Everything happened here.”

      “It's a disaster area.”

      “Understatement of the millennium, papa.”

      “What a mess.”

      "Right, and our crewmate, a member of our family...my partner, is lost in this mess.”

      Her first open acknowledgment of her relationship with Deanna was accidental. She just blurted it out. If she had blurted it out under better circumstances, she would have felt relieved to have kicked that ridiculous closed door wide open. But these weren't better circumstances; these were frightening circumstances, and openly acknowledging her relationship with Deanna only served to exacerbate that fear, reminding her of what could be if she and Deanna were permitted to continue down life's path together and what could be lost if she and Richard didn't act quickly.

      Richard's eyes met hers, as if silently acknowledging the door she had just opened to him. He nodded. “Let's go get her.”

      Elexa nodded her assent.

      They entered the city, eyes fixed on the broken and uneven stone street below their feet, each step slow and steady as if traversing a minefield. The street wasn't terribly wide, which frightened Elexa considering that a number of buildings were leaning over the street, leaning over their heads. A wall of black rubble in the street up ahead gave the duo a pretty terrifying picture of what would become of them should one of the buildings next to them come toppling down.

      “So what do you think happened here?” Elexa queried, gaping nervously at the leaning buildings.

      “Are you referring to the fact that this place is a disaster?”

      Elexa cocked an eyebrow. “No, I was referring to the fact that it's kinda dark out here.”

      “Everything happened here, like you said. I mean, I don't know for certain, but hurricanes, tornadoes, tsunamis, tectonic shifts, years of neglect. All of the above is possible.”

      “Years of neglect. You think this city is uninhabited?”

      Richard stopped and looked at her incredulously.

      “You're right,” she conceded. “Silly question.”

      She caught sight of something moving in the corner of her eye, up ahead and off to her left. She jerked her head to the left. Nothing. But something had moved. She was sure of it.

      “What is it?” Richard asked.

      “Nothing,” she lied, as much to herself as to Richard. “Let's keep moving.”

      She took the first step, and it was a very deliberate one. Each step was more deliberate than the one before. She was no longer concerned with the buildings toppling down on them. She was concerned with what she had seen...or what she thought she had seen. No, what she had seen. It had been there. Something very real had moved off to her left. She hadn't just seen it; she had felt it. And she continued to feel it. That fear...that very real and rational fear that caused her heart to thump and her hands to shake, that told her that she and Richard were in immediate danger.

      She was terrified, but she couldn't afford to be. This was not about her or Richard; this was about Deanna. Deanna was somewhere in the area. For all she knew, it had been Deanna she had caught sight of. Like Elexa, she was probably terrified. She was running. Somebody or something was chasing her. In the darkness, she wouldn't recognize the silhouetted forms of Elexa and Richard. She would need to hear their voices, need to know that her family was there for her.

      She kept her eyes trained on the alleys.

      Something moved off to her right. She jerked her head. Nothing. Something moved to her left. She jerked her head. Nothing.

      She felt Richard look at her each time she snapped her head to one side or the other, but he didn't ask, and she didn't offer.

      She saw something move from the corner of her left eye. She snapped her head to the left in time to see a humanoid shaped shadow moving away down a nearby alley. It was gone before she had a chance to open her mouth.

      “Deanna!” she called.

      She took a step toward the alley before Richard placed a hand on her upper arm.

      “Wait!” Richard exclaimed.

      “What for what?! Didn't you see that?!”

      Richard appeared perplexed. “See what?”

      “That shadow. There's somebody down there...in that alley.”

      Richard glanced toward the alley before meeting Elexa's eyes. “I didn't see a shadow.”

      “Well, I did. It could be Deanna. We're wasting time. Deanna!”

      She yanked her arm away from Richard and ran toward the alley. That's when she heard the whispers. They stopped her dead in her tracks.

      Not Deanna.

      The whispers were indecipherable. They ceased as Richard pulled up alongside her.

      “Tell me you heard that,” she whispered.

      “I heard it.” His voice quivered.

      “Okay, so I'm not losing my mind.”

      “Not unless we both are.”

      “Plan of action?”

      Richard hesitated before saying, “I think the only option we have is―”

      “Follow the shadow.”

      “I didn't see the shadow.”

      “Well, I did, and it went down that way.” She pointed toward the alley.

      “Right.” His voice was still quivering. “Let's get it out in the open. We're frightened. That's the point. So what do we do about it?”

      “We face our fears.”

      “Exactly.”

      They stepped simultaneously, flashlights trained on the alley, eyes expectantly wide. Each footfall was an eternity.

      Best case scenario―Deanna was huddled behind a pile of rubble, frightened but unharmed. Worst case scenario―Deanna was...no. That was no scenario at all. That was not a consideration. Her revised worst case scenario―the shadow man was in there waiting for them. Yes, she could handle that worst case scenario for the moment. That worst case scenario gave them a fighting chance.

      They turned into the alley to find something between her best and worst case scenarios. The alley was empty save for a bit of rubble. No room for anyone or anything to hide. Elexa breathed a sigh of relief.

      They picked up the pace a bit. Nothing to fear in the remaining stretch of alley. But a new fear awaited them in the darkness beyond. Nearing the end of the alley, their pace slowed once again. The darkness ahead of them was impenetrable. Elexa squinted in an effort to make out something, anything, beyond the alley.

      “Do you see anything?” she whispered.

      “Nothing.”

      Elexa stopped near the end of the alley. Richard stopped alongside her. Their flashlights illuminated nothing in the darkness beyond. It was a void.

      Richard said, “Forward or backward?”

      “You're asking me?”

      “You're the captain.”

      “Right, I'm the captain.”

      It was a distinction that didn't mean much to her at the moment. Since Emily and her Community of Light had made nearly everything she ever cared about disappear, the distinction felt like a facade. But she maintained the facade for the sake of holding on to something in a world where there wasn't much left to hold onto. With Deanna missing, the role of captain seemed less important than ever. She hadn't been pursuing Deanna as her captain. She had forgotten she was captain until Richard reminded her.

      “Well, I, Captain Elexa Thomas of the interstellar vessel Encounter, decree that we are to move forward.”

      Nothing like a little dry humor to take the edge off in a ridiculously surreal and stressful situation.

      Shoulder to shoulder, they stepped toward the darkness.

      The sound of shuffling feet stopped them cold. A form leaped from the darkness. Elexa screamed a moment before the form crashed into her, sending her plummeting backward onto the pavement. Catching herself on her forearms, she lifted her foot in defense against her would-be attacker. She lowered her foot and breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of her first officer.

      “Deanna,” she groaned as she lifted herself from the pavement. Her elbows stung from the impact.

      Richard had his arm wrapped around Deanna, holding her as if she were about to fall. She was panting. Her eyes were wide, panic-stricken, welling with tears.

      Elexa said, “What the hell happened to you?”

      Deanna closed her mouth, took a deep breath through her nose and opened her mouth slowly. Through her quivering lips came a single word: “Run.”
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      The light grew before George's eyes. Knocking on death's door had given him every reason to believe that the light had been some omnipotent being, a higher power, the creator, calling him home as he crossed his final threshold. He was a scientist, but he was also a man without the answers to a multitude of life's most puzzling questions. As he plummeted to the ocean's depths, watched as the mysterious light seemed to grow and asked himself what the hell it was he was looking at, a higher power seemed like a perfectly reasonable answer. But as it continued to grow and began to take form, it occurred to George that there was a more scientific, albeit, fascinating explanation for the light.

      The light broke into six distinct sections, a large rounded light at the center surrounded by five smaller lights. Six luminous domes. Growing closer, George could make out metallic cylinders stretching from the larger dome to the five smaller domes. Features within the domes began to take shape―structures, buildings! Not just buildings―skyscrapers! These buildings were like none he had ever seen before. They were majestic, ethereal. The silver exteriors of these towering wonders gave off a warm light, each tower within each dome combining their light to infuse the domes in a beautifully inviting glow.

      George wanted nothing more than to be a part of that light. Perhaps he had found the afterlife after all.

      A sprawling, glowing, magical city, perhaps as large as Manhattan of Earth's past, was contained within the center dome. A multitude of smaller structures occupied the five surrounding domes. It was like New York with an additional borough...underwater.

      The vortex seemed to be petering out, but George still couldn't determine its source. The ship was no longer being pulled; it was sinking, gradually making its way to the ocean floor. His bird's eye view became a side view as the ship approached the bottom. His view from the side gave him a new appreciation of just how majestic the glowing city in the distance was. The structures in the center dome were far taller than anything the Earth had ever known. They seemed to be reaching for the ocean's surface.

      He could think of worse ways to die as he took in the beauty in the distance, a beauty that seemed to reach out for him. He kept his gaze trained on the city, entranced by its warmth, in anticipation of settling onto the illuminated ocean floor that stretched out before him, but that didn't happen. The ocean floor rose to eye level, the darkness below following to cover the cockpit window and obliterate his view of the shining city. He was encased in darkness, but the darkness did little to dash his enthusiasm for the beauty he had just laid his eyes upon. He knew where he was going. He felt it. Confirming his feeling, the ship lurched forward. It was being pulled through the darkness. The absolute darkness lifted, a touch of gray reaching into the void up ahead. There was a source of light. That was his destination.

      His barely waning enthusiasm lifted. This was where he was destined to be. He had never been one to believe in extra-sensory perception, at least not for corporeal beings like himself, but instinct was another matter altogether, and his instinct told him that the shining city was where he was meant to be.

      The gray shifted to a warm orange, the same warm orange that filled the domes, as the ship neared its destination. George spread his arms, closed his eyes and tilted his head back, ready to take it all in. Then he felt it. The light filled the cockpit, seeming to embrace him. He opened his eyes to the light. It was intense but easy on the eyes.

      The ship was pulled up through the water and surfaced, the water cascading down the viewport. George peered through the last of the water running off the glass to take in his surroundings. He was in a large white box of a room. The walls were barren, but they were giving off that warm, orange light that bathed the entire city.

      He didn't see them at first. He thought he was alone and that the beings who brought him here would arrive momentarily. But they were already there. They were camouflaged, blending into their surroundings...like chameleons. Their forms became visible as they moved. Their shape was, more or less, humanoid, but they weren't human. He was able to make out four of them, large, approximately eight feet tall. They were white with large, bulbous heads, large black eyes, lean torsos and long thin limbs. Their tone was uniform; they were white from head to toe and seemed to be giving off that same warm, orange glow. They weren't wearing clothes, but despite their humanoid shape, George couldn't see anything resembling the physical characteristics that motivated humans to cover themselves. He couldn't even be certain that they were physical.

      He wasn't frightened. Perhaps he should have been, but he was comfortable, euphoric even.

      They moved closer to the ship. Their impossibly long legs carried them, but they seemed to glide more than walk.

      Welcome.

      A thought, not his own. It came from one of the beings. They were communicating with him.

      We would tell you not to be frightened, but that won't be necessary. You are quite comfortable, aren't you?

      “You know my language,” he said incredulously.

      Not quite. Our language is one of pure thought. Words aren't necessary. Your brain is translating our thoughts into your language. Will you please join us? We have much to discuss.

      George strode confidently from the cockpit and made his way to the airlock. He didn't hesitate to open the airlock's exterior door. He stepped out onto the circular, silver platform that had apparently closed beneath the ship after it had surfaced. His shoes splashed in the puddles that remained on the platform's sliding doors.

      He looked up confidently into the large, black eyes of the first being that towered over him. The being blinked. It looked as if the eyes vanished and reappeared, but George surmised it was a blink. It was a trait common to most corporeal beings. He wanted to touch the being to be certain, or he could just ask.

      “Are you corporeal?”

      We are.

      The being extended its hand. Touch.

      George reached out and gently placed the tips of his fingers on the being's palm. The skin was soft, smooth. The warm, inviting light emanating from the being embraced George's fingertips. It radiated through his fingers, into his arm and throughout his body. George tilted his head back and closed his eyes. It was a beautifully overwhelming experience. The feeling was one of vast knowledge just outside of his reach. The wealth of knowledge he didn't know he was seeking was close. He was being teased by it, tempted by it. But the room was closed to him. He was just knocking on the door.

      “What is this?”

      As I said, we have much to discuss.

      The being lowered its hand, breaking its link to George. George opened his eyes, feeling as if he had been given the promise of a gift.

      “Who are you? Do you have names?”

      We are the inhabitants of this planet. We are one.

      “I don't understand.”

      Of course. You wouldn't, would you? Each of us are separate beings. Yet, we are one. We are a collective unit. We exist as one. We create as one. We interact as one. We communicate...with you...as one. As we are one and interact as one, the individuals in our collective don't require what you refer to as “names.” But you may assign us names if that would make communicating with us easier for you.

      “May I call you One?”

      We are one.

      “No, I mean may I call you One?”

      The being hesitated before replying. You may, but please know that when it appears that any individual of our collective is communicating with you, we, the collective, are communicating with you as one.

      “I understand.”

      Come, let us show you around. We can then discuss why you are here.

      Ironically, it had never occurred to George to ask why he was brought there. His sense of wonderment at the spectacle surrounding him seemed to have pushed that question to the back burner.

      He remained close to One as they approached the exit, like a child clinging to his mother in a room full of strangers. He was actually tempted to clasp onto One's hand. Logically, he knew that it was silly. The beings were identical in appearance. They were a collective. They communicated as one voice. He could communicate with any individual in the collective, and it wouldn't make a difference. Perhaps it was One's touch, the beauty that had been allowed to course through his body with the promise of more to come, that drew him close to that particular individual.

      The large double doors slid silently open. They stepped into a wide corridor that seemed to stretch infinitely in both directions. He tilted his head back. The corridor appeared to be open at the top, giving him a view of the majestic skyscrapers he had seen from Encounter. They were in the center dome. Collective members moved to and fro in the corridor. It didn't surprise George that they didn't acknowledge him as they passed. The entire collective had already met him. It was a difficult concept for George to wrap his head around.

      His companions led him to his right down the corridor. They passed a number of rooms and adjacent corridors. George peered into the rooms, briefly observing members of the collective moving and manipulating floating holographic images. He wasn't able to get a good look at the images, but they appeared to contain stars. Based on his belief that the collective sent the meteor to Earth, George surmised that the images were part of a complex interstellar mapping system. Some of the holographic images contained an array of symbols and patterns.

      They turned left, then right, left, then right. George felt as if he were gliding right along with his companions. His movements felt more fluid and graceful than they normally did. Whether it was physical or psychological, this place was having some kind of effect on him...and he liked it. He felt like a teenager with a strong crush.

      The corridor ended in a large, circular room. Holographic images hugged the walls. Celestial bodies, patterns, symbols and humanoid life forms filled the images.

      One led George to the center of the room.

      We have done everything in our power to make you as comfortable as possible.

      George smiled. “It's working.”

      Good. Your comfort is necessary going forward. You are more likely to be confident, focused, rational when it comes to what we are about to tell you.

      George's smile faded. “That doesn't sound good.”

      It is not. Your friends are in danger.

      One reached out and pulled two holographic images to the center of the room and enlarged them. George looked at the image on the right. His eyes immediately widened at the sight of Richard, Elexa and Deanna running frantically. What they were running from or to wasn't clear. He looked at the image on the left to see Emily and David speaking to a man he didn't recognize. George's eyes focused on Richard, Elexa and Deanna.

      “Why are they running?!”

      They are running from our dark counterparts. They believe that they are in immediate danger. Therein lies part of the danger. They are being manipulated, but they are not in any immediate danger. Our dark counterparts just want to rid the planet of your kind. Your friend Emily is the danger.

      George had to pry his eyes away from the image on the right to look at the image of Emily, David and the stranger. He was confounded. Did he say that Emily is the danger?

      “They're talking.”

      Yes, but everything is not as it appears to be. The danger in this situation is on the horizon.

      George furrowed his brow. “I don't understand. Who is that man?”

      That man is Emily's father.

      George shook his head. “No, impossible. Emily's father is dead.”

      I assure you, he is very much alive.

      George looked sharply at One. His mouth opened slowly. “He died...centuries ago.” He looked at the holographic image of the man One claimed was Emily's father. “It's not possible.”

      It's not possible; yet you are astonished by the possibility. It's a very interesting dichotomy, isn't it?

      George nodded his head slowly, pondering the possibility that he was indeed looking at Emily's father. He shook his head, shaking off the haze he felt himself sliding into. He needed an explanation.

      “How?” he gasped.

      It's a very long and complicated story.

      “Sum it up for me.”

      He was brought here by The Designer thousands of years ago, at the time that he was alleged to have died and was kept in a state of suspended animation until ten years ago. As a scientist, you are familiar with the concept of relativity. Time moves at a significantly slower rate here than it does on your world. What has been thousands of years on your world has only been ten years our world.

      "Who or what is The Designer and why was Emily's father brought here?"

      That would be the long and complicated part. The Designer is your mother and your father. The Designer is the originator of everything that was, is and always will be in our galaxy, the galaxy you refer to as 'the Milky Way.'

      "The Designer is some sort of god?"

      If you prefer.

      “Emily's father was brought here by The Designer? Why?

      Despite her separation from the Great Community, despite the fact that her link to the collective she refers to as the Great Community has been broken and her physical body and individuality have been restored, she is not as she was before rejoining her collective. In fact, she wasn't like you before rejoining her collective. She had left her collective to become Emily Díaz in the late 20th Century and rejoined her collective in the 22nd Century. Though she has left her collective, her collective has not left her. Whether she is currently aware of it or not, she is very powerful. The Designer has been watching her for a very long time. It has led her here. It wants her to join it. To answer your question directly, her father was brought here to make it easier for her, to smooth the transition, to give her a sense of home in the form of the one person she had always turned to when looking for a sense of home.

      George studied the hologram. He couldn't hear what they were saying, but they seemed to be having a very pleasant conversation. Emily seemed to be in a state of bliss. Outside of her link to the Great Community, he had never seen her this radiant. Her demeanor brought a smile to his face, if for only a second.

      “You said Emily is the danger. What does that mean?”

      If Emily joins The Designer, the consequences could be disastrous...for all of us.

      George was befuddled. Turning to One, he said, “Could be disastrous. Why? What would happen...or could happen?”

      The Designer is powerful, but contrary to popular belief, it is not all powerful. The Designer has given us free will. In order to give us free will, The Designer relinquished its power over us.

      The Designer was once very good, but over time, it has become corrupted by its desire to control life. It believes it has made a mistake by granting us free will. It wants to take it away from us, but it cannot, not without Emily. Her link to the Great Community will give it the power it needs to take away our free will. As you know, the Great Community is a collective like no other, individuals of pure consciousness coming together as one. Everything is shared. There are no secrets. If Emily joins The Designer, it can access the Great Community and rob it of its free will.

      “But Emily is no longer with the Great Community.”

      The Great Community is still with her. One never truly leaves the Great Community. She will return, and she will take The Designer with her. The Designer will destroy the free will of the Great Community. The destruction of free will within the Great Community will spread like a virus throughout all of The Designer's creations, throughout all life in the galaxy, for you see, we are all linked to the Great Community. The Great Community is an extension of all of The Designer's creations. It is an extension of all life forms in our galaxy. The Great Community is the pinnacle of the evolutionary process. Once it destroys our free will, it will have the power to control life or destroy it if it so chooses. What is life without free will? It will have the power to end the great experiment.

      However, this situation presents us with a unique opportunity.

      Teetering on the brink of the abyss, George was suddenly yanked back from the edge. “What opportunity?”

      The time has come for drastic change. We are going to overthrow The Designer.
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      The shock froze her in place. She wanted to run to him, but her legs wouldn't move. She wanted to raise her arms to embrace him as he approached, but they remained at her side.

      “Welcome home!” her father exclaimed jubilantly as he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her into his chest.

      The best she could manage at the moment was to sink into him. The side of her face was pressed against his chest. Her eyes wide open, she gazed blankly at David. He was in her field of vision, but she didn't quite see him. Her vision was blurring, darkening. She was doing everything in her power to keep from fainting. She had to pull herself together. In the event that she wasn't hallucinating, she needed to stay alert, to keep her wits about her.

      She took a deep breath through her nose and, exhaling through her mouth and into the fabric of his suit jacket, mumbled, “Thank you.”

      He pulled back from the embrace, his hands clasped on her upper arms. “Are you feeling all right?”

      She hesitated before meeting his eyes. They were as warm, sincere and safe as the eyes she had looked into thousands of years earlier. It had only been a little more than six biological months since she had last looked into those eyes, but of course, she had spent a significant amount of “time” in a timeless non-corporeal state. Her concept of time had become...complicated. It may as well have been thousands of years since she looked into those eyes, and they were still the eyes she wanted to look into when life threw her a curve ball. And despite everything she had been through, life had just thrown her the mother of all curveballs.

      “I'm fine,” she managed. “I'm just a little...out of it, I suppose.” It was an adequate generic answer. For the time being, she had managed to keep her wits intact.

      “That's understandable. You've had quite the journey.”

      Quite the journey. “Yes, but it's great to be back.”

      She had a game plan. Play the situation by ear, avoid specifics, look for openings and try to make something resembling sense out of the ridiculously senseless situation she found herself in. It wasn't much of a plan, but for the time being, it was all she had. Hopefully, David had caught on and would follow her lead.

      Sebastian furrowed his brow and smiled knowingly. “Back? You mean you've been here before?”

      Emily was stumped. “You said 'welcome back.'”

      Sebastian laughed heartily. “No, I said 'welcome home.' This is...” He sighed. “You're confused, and you have every right to be, but once I explain everything to you and the shock wears off, it'll all begin to make sense. Then you'll slap me.”

      “David!” her father said, releasing Emily and extending his hand enthusiastically toward David. “Welcome!”

      “Thank you, sir,” David replied confidently, taking Sebastian's hand. “It's great to see you again after all these...years, centuries, whatever.”

      “Yeah, the timeline,” Sebastian said. “It's a little confusing.”

      Emily said, “Confusing doesn't begin to cover it, any of it. What's happening here?”

      “Where do I even begin?”

      “You can start with the dead part. You're supposed to be dead. Why don't we start with that?”

      Sebastian nodded. “Yeah, that would be a good place to start.” He paused, his eyes sweeping the room.

      Seconds of silence felt like minutes. Emily wanted to grab him by his sport jacket, shake him, slap him across his bearded face and demand an answer.

      When mere seconds of waiting became unbearable, she said, “What the hell is this?!” Her voice was quavering.

      Sebastian remained silent, contemplative, his hands on his hips. Emily was on the verge of screaming at him when he finally said, “This is going to be difficult for you to hear, and even more difficult to believe.” He chuckled nervously. “I don't even know where to―”

      “Tell me!”

      “Right. Okay, long story short, in 2015, when you thought I...died, I was actually abducted by a group of men whom I later learned worked for NASA. My death was staged. When you attempted to take your own life, they struck a deal with me: They would save your life if I would agree to come here. I, of course, agreed and was placed in a cryotube for my journey here. I remained in cryopreservation on this planet until fairly recently.”

      Emily grabbed her head with both hands and clamped her eyes shut in frustration. “I'm sorry; I know there's a lot more to the story, but let me cut you off right there. NASA abducted a school teacher. That's what you're telling me. NASA abducted a school teacher.”

      “That's what I'm telling you.”

      “Oh, good. I just wanted to make sure I was hearing what I thought I was hearing. I've only been semi-corporeal for a short time. I thought maybe my ears were playing tricks on me. Carry on. I'm dying to find out why NASA would want to abduct a school teacher.”

      Sebastian smiled sheepishly. “It does sound absurd, doesn't it? But of course, at this point, we're all well past the absurd, aren't we?”

      David raised his hand. “I'll go along with that.”

      “Thanks, David,” Sebastian said.

      Emily said, “Can we cut to the chase?”

      “The Designer,” Sebastian replied.

      Emily furrowed her brow. “The designer? What are you talking about? The designer of what?”

      “The designer of everything you know, life as you know it, life in our galaxy, all of it. It used NASA to bring me here.”

      "Sound like a god?"

      "You can call it 'a god' if you like. We call it 'The Designer.' NASA abducted me because The Designer willed it. NASA brought me here in exchange for saving your life because The Designer willed it. But it was all for you. The Designer doesn't want me; it wants you. It wanted you here, and it wanted you to be happy when you came here. It wanted you to be with family, to be with me."

      Emily shook her head, doing her best to make sense of the conversation she was having. If she were still a non-corporeal being, a being of pure consciousness, her heightened intuitive abilities would still be intact. She couldn't help but suspect that that was part of somebody's or something's plan, drag her away from the Great Community to bring her back to her physical state, thus limiting her intuitive abilities.

      “If The Designer wanted me here so badly, why bring you here? Why not just deal with me directly?”

      Sebastian shrugged. “The Designer works in mysterious ways.”

      “You've never met The Designer?”

      Sebastian seemed amused by the question. “Of course not. Nobody has.”

      Emily threw her hands up. “Then how do you know...never mind.”

      Frustrated at her inability to read the situation―something that had come naturally to her in her non-corporeal state―she turned, hands on her hips, and walked a few paces across the room, the soles of her sneakers slapping the floor.

      She pivoted toward her father and said, “Why me? What does it want with me? Why am I so special?”

      “You're a member of the Great Community."

      “I'm one of billions in the Great Community. I'm no different than the others.”

      “That's not true at all,” Sebastian countered. “Thousands of years ago, you left the Community to become my daughter, Emily Díaz. That selfless act was the catalyst for billions of people to join the Great Community."

      She didn't know where to take the conversation. She didn't know how to respond or what question to ask next. None of what she was seeing or hearing seemed real. In fact, she couldn't even be sure that what she was seeing or hearing was real. She wanted to believe her eyes; she wanted to believe that her father was standing before her, but she didn't know if she could. Logic told her to remain skeptical. Her father's presence was a desire. It was what she wanted.

      “The statue,” she blurted out. “There's a statue of me in the lobby.” She shrugged melodramatically, palms up. “Do I really have to ask?”

      “That statue is a testament to how important you are. The inhabitants of this planet have been waiting a long time for your arrival.”

      “Did you send us the meteor?” David chimed in.

      “We did.”

      “The DNA wasn't intact, and there was a map that led us here. Coincidence?”

      “I'm afraid not. It was a necessary ruse―” He looked at Emily. “―to bring you here.”

      “This was all a ploy,” Emily charged, “to bring me here. Me, not us.”

      Sebastian nodded. “The Designer wants you. It is not interested in your friends. They can take the missing code in the DNA and leave whenever they like.”

      David thrust a palm toward Sebastian. “Whoa! What the hell does that mean?!”

      “It means that she'll be staying. The rest of you are free to leave.”

      “Are you saying she's a prisoner?!”

      “She's not a prisoner; she wants to stay.”

      “What?” David looked questioningly at Emily. She gave him a sideways glance, not ready to look him directly in the eye. “Emily, what the hell is he talking about?”

      She shook her head. “I don't know,” she half-lied. She wasn't sure she knew what he was talking about, but she was beginning to feel something, an indescribable sense of destiny.

      Her eyes met Sebastian's. They both knew that she understood more than she was letting on.

      To Sebastian, David said, “Who's been feeding you this garbage? If you've never met The Designer, where are you getting your information from?”

      Without taking his eyes from Emily's, Sebastian said, “The inhabitants of this planet.”

      “But you said that nobody's ever met The Designer. Where are the inhabitants of this planet getting their information from?”

      Looking at David, Sebastian said, “The Designer communicates indirectly with the inhabitants. It uses symbols and clues hidden in the environment. Weather patterns are part of The Designer's language. The inhabitants study weather patterns and interpret what The Designer is communicating.”

      “Are you kidding?!” David exclaimed. “Please tell me you're kidding! This is a cult!” He looked wide-eyed at Emily. “Em, this is some kind of cult!”

      Emily heard him, but she was pushing his voice into the background.

      Sebastian said, “David, I'd like to have a word alone with my daughter please.”

      “I'm not sure that's a good idea,” David protested. He looked to Emily for confirmation. “Em?”

      Without looking at David, she nodded and said, “Give us a moment alone please.”

      “Fine. Where the hell am I supposed to go?”

      Sebastian said, “Actually, David, why don't you have a seat in here. Make yourself comfortable. Emily and I will be back in a few minutes.”

      Sebastian placed his hand on Emily's back and led her to a second door. Not entirely sure that the man walking beside her was actually her father, Emily supposed she should have been reluctant to walk with him, but her very normal, very human, very corporeal intuition told her that everything would be quite all right.

      “You promise to bring her back in one piece?” David said urgently as the door slid open.

      Sebastian turned to David. “She's my daughter. Her safety is priority one. Of course she's coming back in one piece.”

      The door slid shut, leaving Emily and Sebastian alone in another white, brightly-lit corridor. Sebastian led the way, Emily glancing through a number of open doors as they passed, taking note of how exceptionally sterile the rooms were. Emily wasn't familiar with the technology, but the purpose of these rooms appeared to be observational. They were filled with electronic consoles and viewscreens set against the walls. Floating about some of the rooms were three-dimensional holographic images of locations, both natural and intelligently designed, presumably somewhere on the planet based on the holographic representations of the buildings she glimpsed as she passed.

      She was tempted to ask Sebastian about the purpose of these rooms but thought better of it. She didn't know why she was reticent to ask such a seemingly harmless question. It was just a feeling she had. It wasn't the right question or the right time.

      He led her into a room that was just...a room. But it wasn't a room like all of the other rooms she passed along the way. It wasn't white and sterile. It was a warm room with earth tones, inviting and...familiar. It was like home―home in the 21st Century on Long Island. A couch, a chair, a table, potted plants and two windows with brown curtains tied to the side, the windows giving Emily the breathtaking birds-eye view of a tropical beach on an exquisitely radiant day.

      She looked at her father for confirmation.

      “A hologram,” he confirmed.

      She nodded. “There's a lot of that around here.”

      It was a room that served no other purpose than to sit and talk. As such, it stuck out like a sore thumb. Emily couldn't help but wonder why this room existed as it did and why he'd brought her to it.

      Sebastian extended his arm toward the couch, an unspoken invitation to have a seat.

      She didn't notice the bookcase until she sat. She immediately leaped from the couch and approached it. Some of her favorite books filled the bookcase. Actually, all of her favorites filled the bookcase. The Harry Potter series, the Lord of the Rings trilogy, the Hunger Games trilogy among a multitude of fantasy and science fiction novels.

      The entertainment center to the right of the bookcase caught her eye. Like everything else, it was familiar. A turntable, just like the one she had back home on 21st Century Earth. She'd loved her vinyl, and all the vinyl she'd ever loved was right there on a shelf below the turntable―The Doors, The Beatles, The Rolling Stones, Led Zeppelin.

      How convenient. All of these little treasures at the tips of her fingers.

      She pulled The Doors' self-titled debut from the shelf, pulled the record from the cover and inner sleeve, carefully holding the record by the edges as any vinyl lover would do, and placed in on the turntable. The sweet sounds of Break On Through filled the room as she walked back to the couch. How appropriate.

      Sebastian said, “It's like we never left home.”

      Emily took his hand. “I think that's the point, isn't it?”

      Sebastian nodded. “You have a lot of questions. Where should we begin?”

      Snickering, Emily said, “Where do we begin? Sure. Okay. Why don't we start with this one: how is any of this possible?” She gestured toward the bookcase, the entertainment center. “The books, the records, how is it possible to have these items here, on a planet thousands of light years away, thousands of years removed from their time on Earth? You didn't print those books here, did you? You didn't press those records here, did you? Did you have them shipped here?” She laughed. “I can't believe I'm asking these questions. It all sounds so ridiculous.”

      “You just answered your own question. These items were brought here...by The Designer.”

      “Of course. This room was meant for me.”

      It had only been a thousand Earth years earlier, not counting her period of timeless existence in the Great Community, that Emily had found herself in a very similar position, standing in her new room in her new home in the 22nd Century, questioning George about the situation she had found herself in. It seemed like yesterday.

      “Exactly. Only the best for my little girl.”

      Emily sighed. “Dad, I'm not your little girl anymore. And do you have any idea how surreal it is for me to say that...here, now? Do you have any idea how surreal it is for me to say 'Dad' to someone who hasn't existed for over a thousand years?”

      “I was in cryopreservation for a thousand years," Sebastian corrected.

      “Right, cryopreservation. When did you become aware?"

      “Ten years ago."

      “Ten years. You've only aged ten years.” Emily considered him. “You look good.”

      “Thank you. Of course, regenerative medicine has had something to do with that.”

      “Do you have any idea what I've been through?”

      “A suicide attempt, cryopreservation, becoming aware in the 22nd Century, going to Mars and seeing your sister. How is she by the way?”

      “She's in the Great Community along with everybody else. She's fine.”

      “Going to Eden and joining the Great Community. Does that about sum it up?”

      “Just about.”

      “And do you know why all of this has happened to you?”

      “Let me guess; because The Designer willed it?”

      Sebastian nodded. “Everything that has happened to you has happened by design. No pun intended. All of these events in your life have led you here.”

      “Dad...” She paused, once again reminded of just how strange it sounded to hear herself say that. "What have you been doing here for the past ten years?"

      “Waiting for you. Preparing for your arrival.”

      “At the will of The Designer. And you've never met this Designer, never even seen it.”

      “No, and I'm pretty sure I know what you're gonna ask me.”

      “Good. It'll make the question easier. How do you know this Designer of yours exists?”

      “Faith, my dear.”

      “Blind faith.”

      Sebastian shook his head. “No, not blind faith. When you've experienced as many miracles as I have, when you're brought to a world filled with phantoms, phantoms that communicate telepathically, it becomes easier to believe what those apparitions are telling you.”

      Emily tilted her head to the side, studying Sebastian the way a dog studies a human when that human does something out of the ordinary. Was he mad, or was he pulling the wool over her eyes? “Phantoms? What phantoms?”

      “The inhabitants of this world, of course. They don't have names. I simply refer to them as 'the inhabitants.' There are two types, two species I suppose―the luminous beings that brought you here and the phantoms. You and David have met the luminous beings, of course. The two groups are related to one another and have a long and turbulent history. Both groups communicate telepathically. Our brains interpret the telepathic signals as words, but The phantoms' signals are interpreted by the brain as whispers. You believe that you're hearing them when in fact, you're not actually hearing anything.”

      Emily nodded. "We met them on the way in."

      "I know, which is why our luminous friends escorted you in. The phantoms are unpredictable. They're usually pretty timid, but they can be dangerous."

      Emily regarded the man sitting next to her. She did her best to reflect on her time in the Great Community when she thought she had all the answers. If her father had survived, wouldn't she have known it? Her memories of her time in the Great Community were muddled. She couldn't be certain of what she did or did not know in that timeless, non-corporeal state. If she had known of her father's survival, wouldn't she have retained that knowledge? But she didn't. Her father's survival was news to her, forcing her to at least consider the possibility that the man sitting next to her was not her father.

      But she felt something for this man, and what she felt for this man was what she had felt for the man she had referred to as 'Dad' back on Earth. It was a contradiction. It didn't make a bit of sense. Logic told her that this man was an impostor while her gut instinct told her that this man was exactly who he claimed to be.

      Sebastian looked at her and laughed a laugh that reminded Emily of home. If this man was an impostor, he had the impression down pat.

      "What's so funny?"

      "The way you're looking at me."

      "Well, what do you expect?"

      "Nothing less." He paused, studying Emily's countenance. “You think I'm crazy.”

      Emily smirked and nodded vigorously. “Very much so. Of course, there's always the possibility that you're lying to me.”

      “I'm surprised at you, sweetheart. I really am. After all you've been through, evolving to join the Great Community, evolving to become a being of pure consciousness, you find what I'm telling you to so unbelievable?”

      “News flash: I've left the Great Community.”

      “You have, but the Great Community hasn't left you. You were a being of pure consciousness. Surely you haven't forgotten."

      Emily sighed. “I haven't forgotten. I'm just not sure I remember.”

      Sebastian furrowed his brow. “Pardon me?”

      Emily chortled. “I'm not sure I remember correctly. I'm just...I'm just confused. I'm going through a lot. I just don't know what's real anymore.”

      Sebastian nodded. “You're transitioning. My understanding is that the transition process can have some pretty strange side effects. One of the potential side effects is confusion. Another is memory loss.” He dropped his head in contemplation before raising it and looking into Emily's eyes. “It would probably help if you spoke to someone who knows a little more about it.”

      Emily smiled broadly. “Yes, that would be very helpful.”

      

      
        
        ―

      

      

      

      Nothing about Sebastian's story made sense. It was far too complicated, and as a student of science, David subscribed to the principle of Occam's razor: the simplest explanation is usually the correct one. The simplest explanation was that someone or something was attempting to pull the wool over their eyes. Being told by the man claiming to be Emily's father that Emily was essentially a prisoner on this planet had been the straw that broke the camel's back. He had come to the conclusion that they were being manipulated.

      He had been left alone as Emily continued to catch up with her “father.” He had no idea how long he had been sitting on the couch, pondering the possibilities, before Emily walked through the sliding door.

      He jumped to his feet, opened his mouth to ask what had happened, but the words were caught in his mouth and shoved back down his throat by the four luminous beings walking behind Emily. Seeing them was nothing new to him, but something about their presence in that moment frightened him. Something about this situation struck fear in his heart.

      Emily looked firmly into his wide, terror-stricken eyes. “Don't react; just listen.”

      “What the hell is going on?!” he gasped.

      “I told you not to react.” She looked back at the luminous beings towering over her and raised her arms as if presenting them. “The Inhabitants of this planet have explained the situation to me.” She lowered her arms, looked at David and smiled. “I know why I'm here. I know what I need to do.”
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      Richard's heart was pounding as if keeping time with his footfalls. He wanted to ask Deanna what they were running from, but now was not the time, and his frantic breathing wouldn't allow him to form words even if he were so inclined. There would be plenty of time for questions after they escaped whatever it was they were running from.

      He didn't dare look back for fear that it would slow him down. Still, the temptation was there. How fierce could whatever it was they were running from be? Deanna had escaped it. He listened for footfalls behind them. Nothing. He listened for anything behind them. Nothing.

      He decided that he would sneak a peak when they hit the edge of the city. After all, the shuttle wasn't functioning. There was really nowhere to run.

      They hit the edge of the city and made their way toward the tree line. Beyond the short stretch of forest were the beach and the shuttle. It was time. Richard slowed, stopped and turned, hands raised, ready to defend himself against...nothing. The city was quiet, still. Either they had escaped their pursuers, or they weren't being pursued, to begin with.

      “Richard!” Deanna called behind him. “What are you doing? Come on!”

      Richard stood motionless, his eyes scanning the city. “I think...I think we've lost them.”

      Deanna ran up alongside him. “You have it all wrong,” she said urgently, grabbing his arm. “We're not running away from anybody.”

      Richard turned to her. “Then why are we running?”

      “Emily's in danger; she needs our help.”

      Richard shook his head, befuddled. “In danger from who...what?”

      “It's a long story. I wish I had time to explain it you, but I don't.” She gave his arm another tug.

      “Wait. Talk to us. Where are you getting this information?”

      “The shadow men.”

      “The shadow men?” Richard furrowed his brow. “What the hell is a shadow man?”

      “I'll explain in the shuttle. We have to go.”

      Elexa said, “And where are we going? The shuttle doesn't work.”

      Deanna turned to Elexa. “It'll work.”

      “What are you talking about?!”

      Deanna grabbed Elexa's arm and looked urgently into her eyes. “Trust me.”

      For the time being, Richard was willing to trust her. She was his crewmate and surrogate daughter. He never had any reason not to trust her. But there was something not quite genuine about her display of urgency. It seemed like a performance.

      The three ran through the forest and across the few meters of beach to the shuttle. Before entering, Richard could see the soft glow of the console. The shuttle's power had been restored.

      “What do ya know?” Deanna said mockingly as she sat in the pilot's seat. “We have power!”

      Richard and Elexa looked at one another.

      “Yeah,” Richard muttered. “What do ya know?”

      “How did you know?” Elexa queried.

      “The shadow men told me.”

      Richard looked toward the tree line as he took his seat behind Elexa and Deanna. Something stirred. There was movement, and it wasn't the wind. Were his eyes deceiving him? Was he really seeing what he thought he was seeing? He squinted into the distance. Yes, he was. A large group of silhouetted humanoid figures was moving toward them. The shadow men.

      “I see them!” Richard exclaimed, pointing toward the tree line.

      Elexa gasped. “What the hell is it?!”

      “They,” Deanna corrected. “They are what I've been trying to tell you.” The shuttle's engines hummed to life. “We have to go.”

      The shuttle ascended, bringing the shadow men to a halt. Richard was both horrified and fascinated by them. He would have been content to hover above and watch them a moment longer, but Deanna turned the shuttle toward the ocean, putting the shadow men behind them.

      “Start talking,” Elexa said softly but forcefully.

      “They...called to me,” Deanna began. “They put me into some kind of a trance. They lured me into the city.”

      Richard said, “They called to you? They spoke to you?”

      Deanna nodded. “They whispered...all of them. They whispered simultaneously. They knew my name. How did they know my name?”

      “You were right behind us,” Elexa said skeptically. “Why didn't we hear them? I didn't hear them. Did you hear them, Richard?”

      Richard shook his head. “I didn't hear them, but I certainly saw them.”

      “Thank you!” Deanna said tensely. “Richard saw them. Did you see them, Captain?”

      “I saw them.”

      “Then why do sound like you don't believe me?”

      Elexa remained silent for a moment before saying, “I don't doubt you. I just feel like we're being played...by somebody...or something.”

      “But not me.”

      Elexa placed a hand on Deanna's forearm. “No, not by you, honey.”

      Richard empathized with Elexa. He had the distinct impression that she was putting the issue aside for the time being. Perhaps for the same reason Richard had: she had seen the shadow men. That should have been enough to put any doubts about Deanna's disappearance and behavior to rest. But it wasn't, was it? He felt what he knew Elexa must have felt: a gnawing suspicion in the pit of his stomach. He knew it because she was asking the kinds of questions that he wanted to ask. Or maybe he was just projecting. When he saw the shadow men, that gnawing suspicion in the pit of his stomach had nearly vanished. Or he had projected it onto Elexa. Partially projected would be more accurate. Seeing the shadow men had alleviated most of his doubts, but not all. When it came to Deanna, he couldn't imagine why he would have any doubts about her, but he did. It was there, lingering, something he couldn't completely shake. The situation they had just found themselves in had been bizarre in and of itself, but what had made it even more bizarre was Deanna's demeanor. She had seemed defensive when asked about it.

      Richard allowed the silence to settle in before asking the obvious: “What happened after they called to you?”

      “I followed them...into that city. I was entranced by them. I wanted nothing more than to be with them. They moved ahead of me. They didn't communicate with me in any way. They just led me...down an alley, around a corner, the same corner where I ran into the two of you. Just around that corner, there was a building. I went inside. I was in a room filled with glass, sort of like windows, only I could see other places...far away...from long ago, places that don't exist anymore. When I looked through the windows, I saw places that were important to me, places where I'd grown up. But then I looked through another window, and I saw the two of you...running.”

      She paused for a moment before continuing. “The shadow men spoke to me, told me that Emily was in danger.” Her voice began to crack. “They pointed me to another window, a window that showed the future. They showed me something...horrible.” She stopped, unable to continue.

      Richard gave her a moment to pull herself together before asking softly and sympathetically, “What did you see?”

      “The future, the near future. They said that if we didn't hurry, it would be too late. They showed me...” She trailed off, choking back tears.

      Richard began to tremble. He had never seen Deanna like this before.

      “What did they show you?” Deanna asked, her voice quavering.

      Her voice flooding with unrestrained emotion, Deanna said, “They showed me Emily, only it wasn't Emily anymore. She was dead.”
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      George couldn't believe his ears. "Overthrow The Designer!" he said incredulously. "You're going to overthrow an omnipotent being!"

      The Designer is not the omnipotent being you believe it to be. The Designer is not the epitome of beauty and perfection you believe it to be.

      George suppressed a sardonic laugh. “This is ridiculous. I don't even know if I believe in this...Designer of yours.”

      You may have trouble believing in The Designer's existence now, but in time, all of your doubts will be put to rest. When that time comes, you will come to know The Designer as we know it.

      “In time. Exactly how much time would that be? You want to overthrow The Designer? I'm all ears. What's the plan?”

      One pointed to the image on the left. Richard, Elexa and Deanna were climbing into the shuttle. They have been manipulated by the darker elements of this world. Your friend, Deanna, was taken by a malevolent collective of creatures that have taken up residence on dry land. They have lied to her, manipulated her, twisted her mind.

      “A collective of creatures. Like you?”

      They are a collective, but they are not like us. They are the antithesis of our collective. We embrace the light. They embrace the darkness. They were once a part of our collective, but as we evolved, continually striving for beauty and enlightenment, we began to recognize the darker elements in our collective and the damage that was being done. They were slowing our progress, keeping us from realizing our potential. These darker elements attempted to seize control of the collective. They failed and were banished from the collective.

      George watched the shuttle lift from the beach and head out over the ocean. "These...beings, what are they called?"

      Like us, they don't have names. Like us, they communicate telepathically. However, your friends have been referring to them as “the shadow men.” It is an appropriate term, given their appearance.

      “I want to see them. Show them to me.”

      They aren't seen unless they want to be seen.

      "Of course not," George said skeptically. "So you have a plan to overthrow this Designer of yours? Let's hear it."

      Despite the turmoil that exists between our collectives, we have something very much in common. Both of our collectives agree that it will be mutually beneficial to overthrow The Designer. So our collectives put aside our differences and formed a plan to overthrow The Designer. We agreed to work together to bring Emily to this world and to facilitate her meeting with The Designer.

      George was mystified. Shaking his head, he asked, “I don't understand. You said you had a plan to overthrow The Designer. Is this meeting between Emily and The Designer part of the plan?”

      As we explained, The Designer believes that becoming one with Emily will give it access to the Great Community and give it the power to rob the Great Community and, by extension, all sentient life of its free will. However, unbeknownst to The Designer, we are going to infect Emily with a virus that will infect The Designer once the two are joined.

      Horrified, George took a step back. Feeling light-headed and unsteady, he reached out for something to hold onto. Finding a wall, he leaned against it. He took a deep breath. “What the hell are you talking about?!” was the best he could muster at the moment.

      We do apologize. It seems that the intent of our thoughts on this point has not been translated adequately. It just occurred to us that the words "virus" and "infect" have negative connotations in your vernacular.

      Only slightly less horrified, George said, "Well, yes. Especially when used in the context of overthrowing The Designer."

      The virus will come in the form of a suggestion, one that will surprise The Designer. Rather than giving The Designer the power to rob sentient life of its free will, the virus will rob The Designer of its remaining power, its very own free will. The virus will turn the tables on The Designer. We will do to The Designer what it intends to do to us.

      George half-expected One to twiddle its fingers, throw its head back and laugh like a comic book super-villain. If The Designer actually existed, and the collectives were indeed planning on overthrowing it, George wondered if he was doing the right thing by assisting the collectives.

      “This suggestion, what is it?”

      It is a very intricate suggestion, but the essence of the suggestion is that free will is an illusion.

      George shook his head. He didn't entirely understand, but he was pretty sure that he wasn't meant to understand.

      “I'm still not entirely sure why you brought me here.”

      We need your help. We told you that we had made an arrangement with the darker elements of our world. Unfortunately, it appears that the darker elements of our world are attempting to betray us. Along with their own desire to overthrow The Designer, they are seeking to overthrow our collective as well.

      George shrugged. “With respect, I have absolutely no desire to step into the middle of your conflict.”

      We understand your belief that the conflict between our collectives is not your concern. But we can assure you that it is very much your concern. If successful, their plan will not only lead to the downfall of our collective; it will lead Emily's downfall as well.

      George's eyes widened.

      With your help, we can stop them. But you have to do exactly what we tell you to do.
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      "What is this?" David heard those words as he stood frozen, gaping at the luminous beings standing behind Emily. It took him a moment to realize the words came from his own mouth.

      He looked past the luminous beings. “Where's your father?”

      Emily seemed to feign excitement. “Oh, if you think things are complicated now, just wait 'til ya hear this! There's a powerful sentient force known as 'The Designer' that may or may not have created all life in our galaxy. The jury's still kinda out on that one. Anyway, this Designer wants to meet with me! Little 'ole me! Isn't that exciting?!”

      David gawked at Emily. “I asked you where your father is.”

      “Oh, he's off taking care of some odds and ends.”

      David cocked an eyebrow. “Taking care of some odds and ends,” he echoed. "You're being sarcastic. I take it you're not buying into this nonsense."

      Emily glanced over her shoulder at the luminous beings. "I don't know what to believe." She looked back at David. "But I do. I've known about The Designer for quite some time, since before we left Earth." She looked past David and sighed. "That's not entirely accurate. I did know about The Designer. But...”

      “The transition.”

      “The transition,” Emily echoed. “My head is a mess.” Her voice was beginning to crack. “My memory is like a slice of Swiss cheese. There are holes everywhere.” She looked at him pleadingly. “Remind me, because I've forgotten; is this what it's like to be a corporeal being? Our brains are like filters. There's some information we're just not meant to have...or aren't ready for. Does that make sense?”

      David didn't answer. He didn't know how to.

      Emily threw her head back and laughed. “Laugh to keep from crying. Isn't that what they say?” A tear spilled down her cheek.

      David pulled her into his chest. “Too late.”

      Emily continued, “Ya know, the funny thing is, you and I have been through so much together, we've seen and experienced so much―”

      “Understatement of the millennium.”

      Emily giggled into his chest. “Right.” She pulled her head back from his chest and looked incredulously into his eyes. “I was a non-corporeal being for crying out loud! I helped phase the Earth's infrastructure and return the planet back to its natural state!”

      “Mmm. I'm still trying to figure out how you pulled that one off.”

      She returned her head to his chest. “With all we've been through, with all we've experienced, is any of this really so hard to believe?”

      David shook his head. “No, I stopped questioning the unbelievable a long time ago.”

      “Exactly.”

      “But as out there as all of that was, it was still within the realm of science, or at least it was akin to it. It had some kind of scientific explanation. This is something else. We're going into paranormal territory here.”

      She pulled back from his chest. “Are we? Are we really? Can't just about anything be labeled 'paranormal' until science comes up with some kind of explanation for it?”

      David was so absorbed in the conversation, he had almost become oblivious to the presence of the luminous beings in the room. “It's a fair point.” He hesitated a moment. “So why exactly does this―” He sighed. “―Designer want to meet with you?”

      “To show me the way.”

      “Yeah, I need a little more info.”

      “We've talked about this. We've talked about what I'm going through. I'm lost, David. You know that. I could use a little guidance.”

      “And you believe this Designer can give it to you.”

      Emily shrugged. “I want to believe.”

      David shook his head and looked past Emily at the luminous beings. “Wanting to believe in something can be dangerous.”

      “It can also be beneficial. Sometimes you have to take chances.”

      David gazed into her eyes. “If you need help with what you're going through, I can help you,” he said urgently. “Richard can help you; we can all help you. We're your family. We're here for you.”

      Emily shook her head slowly. “You can't, not with this. This is beyond your understanding.”

      Emily, it's time.

      David was astounded. He took a step back, keeping his hands on Emily's shoulders. “What, now?!”

      Emily nodded. “It's time.”

      “Wait!” he pleaded. “Don't you think you're rushing into this? You need a little time...to think it through.”

      “David, I was brought here for a reason.”

      “We were all brought here for a reason,” he countered.

      “Right, and that reason was a ruse. They lured me here with the rock. They lured me here with the rock...to meet with The Designer. And like my father said, you're all free to go back to Earth with the rock. The DNA is legitimate. You'll be given the missing strand in the sequence, and you can go home with it.”

      “Not without you. I'm not going home without you.” David suspected that he would live to regret his next words, but he was desperate. He felt like an out of control bullet train. He couldn't stop himself. “Besides, I don't believe that man is your father.”

      Emily's soft expression turned hard.

      David instantly wished he could have that moment back.

      She took a step back from him. “I have to go now.” Her tone was cold. She turned from him and walked toward the luminous beings. She stopped and looked askance at him over her shoulder. “Take the rock, and go back to Earth.”

      She followed the luminous beings out of the room. He felt as if everything left to love about his world had just died right before his eyes, the sliding door closing like the lid of a casket.

      It had happened so fast. Worse, he wasn't even sure what had just happened, but he was devastated by it, both emotionally and physically. He felt as if he had just taken a sledgehammer to the stomach.
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      Emily followed the luminous beings through the corridors without much of a clue as to what she was truly getting herself into. Sure, she was going to meet The Designer. The Designer was going to guide her, help her choose her path. Would she choose to return to the Great Community? She was struggling with this decision, and if The Designer could offer her assistance, she was all for it.

      But the fact of the matter was, she didn't know anything about The Designer, didn't even know if it existed. The Great Community had informed her of The Designer's existence, but she hadn't had firsthand knowledge of The Designer while immersed in the Great Community. Knowledge of The Designer's existence along with foreknowledge of the entire Kepler-438b expedition had not been available to her. Foreknowledge of what would transpire during the Kepler-438b expedition had not been available to every member of the Great Community, or so she had been led to believe. She wasn't so sure anymore. She didn't trust the Great Community. They had not given her first-hand access to knowledge of The Designer's existence. Perhaps the entire Kepler-438b expedition was a deception orchestrated by the Great Community. She was beginning to suspect that the wool was being pulled over her eyes. Perhaps she was walking into some kind of trap. Then she thought of her father, and any doubts she had harbored about her situation vanished.

      Despite the anger she felt when David had raised doubts about her father's identity, it would only be prudent to ask herself the same question: Was that man actually her father? The answer to that question was a quick and easy one: Yes, he was. She had had trouble believing it at first, or perhaps she had had trouble believing that she believed it. But she was done denying it. She still had that basic sense of intuition that went along with being a corporeal being, and she could feel it; that man was her father. However, it remained to be seen whether or not her father was still on her side.

      Sebastian was waiting for her at the elevator, his arms open, ready to embrace her as if it had been years since he'd seen her rather than the twenty minutes she'd spent with David. This man was her father all right.

      She walked right into his embrace and sank into his chest as she had done so often in the 21st Century.

      “Ready?” he asked softly over her head.

      “No,” she muttered into his chest. “Not really. But I'm gonna do it anyway.”

      “Are you sure you don't wanna take David along?”

      She had considered it; the question had been on her lips moments earlier as they had held one another, but she couldn't bring herself to ask it. It wouldn't have been a question, regardless of how she asked it; it would have been a decision on her part. Asking David to go along with her on this foolhardy mission would have resulted in an automatic Yes. She didn't want him to say Yes; she didn't want him coming along for the ride on this one. She wasn't entirely sure what she was getting herself into; she didn't know how dangerous it would be. She could risk her own life, but she couldn't risk his.

      “I'm sure. This mission is mine and mine alone.” She hesitated before adding, “He doesn't believe in you.”

      “Can you blame him? I wouldn't believe in me either if I were him. I'm not even sure I believe in me.” He paused a moment before adding, “Do you believe in me?”

      She pulled back from his chest. "That's a silly question. Of course I believe in you."

      Sebastian smiled broadly. “I'm just playing, honey.”

      Relieved, Emily returned the smile and sank back into his chest.

      “Don't be angry with him.”

      “Why would I be angry with him?” she mumbled into his chest. She didn't know why she would bother denying it. In the 21st Century or the 23rd Century, on Earth or Kepler-438b, her father was able to read her like a book.

      “You said he doesn't believe in me. I heard it in your tone. I saw it in your eyes. He's only looking out for you. He loves you.”

      “I know.”

      He stepped back, tenderly placing his hands on her cheeks. “Shall we?”

      With a nod and a sigh, she said, “It's now or never.”

      “Come hold me tight,” Sebastian sang.

      Emily chuckled. “You're as corny as ever.”

      “Just like old times.”

      They boarded the elevator. Two of the luminous beings stood on either side of them like a couple of matching bookends. It gave Emily the creeps.

      She gave her statue a passing glance as she and her three escorts made their way across the lobby. It was a not-so-subtle reminder of just how much was expected of her, of just how much pressure she was under.

      She was expected to be their savior. She wasn't even sure if she could save herself. She was at a crossroads, lost somewhere between community and individuality.

      They stopped at the light of the tower's entrance.

      “This is where I bid you goodbye,” Sebastian informed her. He bent down and planted a kiss on her cheek. “And good luck.”

      Emily was taken aback. “I'm on my own?”

      “Our luminous friends will escort you back to the shuttle. After that, you'll be on your own.”

      She took his hand, silently urging him to come along.

      He lifted her hand and kissed it. “This is your journey, and you must make it alone.”

      She furrowed her brow slightly, remembering that just moments earlier, he had suggested that she take David along.

      She was disappointed, holding his gaze for a moment longer than she needed to before turning toward the light and stepping through. She didn't look back. There was no reason to. She wouldn't be able to see her father through the luminous entrance if she wanted to.

      She kept her eyes down most of the way, down across the bridge, down through the city with only the occasional passing glance at the crumbling infrastructure. It all seemed so artificial now, not nearly as interesting as she found it on the way in.

      There was only one point of interest, one direction: the shuttle. She would get in the shuttle, fly off to the other land mass, and if everything went according to plan, she would fulfill her end of the bargain, come back for David, get the missing DNA data and head back to Encounter.

      Of course, there was a big if in there, an if that could go any number of ways. She was heading into a vacuum. She knew what she had been told, but she didn't know what to expect.

      She had misled David, given him the impression that he would never see her again. She had misled him for a very good reason: She wasn't sure if he would ever see her again. And if everything didn't go according to plan, if she were indeed walking into some kind of trap, she didn't want him waiting around for a reunion that would never take place. More importantly, she didn't want to take him down with her.

      She didn't bother to ask herself why she was doing it; she knew why she was doing it. She was doing it for herself. On the surface, it seemed selfish, but she knew better. She was doing it for herself, but she wasn't only doing it for herself. If the steps she was about to take were to benefit her and her alone, she wouldn't bother. But she was a cog in a much larger, an astronomically larger, machine. The path she would take would affect her and spread like a virus. What form that virus would take was dependent on what would happen to her in the next few hours.

      The shuttle's engine hummed to life. She had never had any reason to doubt that it would be fixed. They wanted her to make this trip every bit as much she was beginning to wish she weren't.

      She gave her escorts a nod through the windshield and lifted the shuttle from the beach.

      The coordinates had been set for her. She was well on her way. The trip wouldn't have been any easier if they had beamed her over. And that's what frightened her...that and the fact that she didn't know what she was getting herself into.

      What the hell was she getting herself into?! She didn't need her non-corporeal intuition to tell her that there was something fishy about all of this. She just needed her basic human intuition. And her basic human intuition was nagging her, telling her that she was perched headlong on the edge of disaster.

      So why was she still flying toward the island of doom and gloom? She could turn the shuttle around, head back, grab David and get the hell out of Dodge. But something told her it wouldn't be that easy; something told her that they were holding David, despite her father's suggestion that she take David along. It was a phony suggestion to put her at ease. They wouldn't allow David to come along. He was their insurance policy. If she hadn't told David to stay, they would have made him stay.

      She still had a bit of that non-corporeal intuition after all. It was buried in her head, scratching at the back of her semi-phased brain. She didn't always recognize the signs as they were being sent to her, but she recognized them after the fact.

      Her destination loomed in the distance, as dark and bleak as her expectations.

      What to expect when she arrived? She had been told what to expect, but she didn't have much faith in what she had been told. The source of the information she had been given didn't matter at that point.

      She took notice of her semi-phased heart pumping away in her semi-phased chest. Her semi-phased hands trembled over the shuttle's controls. It seemed that being stuck halfway between here and there did little to calm her nerves. But really, why would it? She experienced fear in the Great Community. Why wouldn't she experience it out here?

      She was able to make out a series of low-level structures a few miles inland as she brought the shuttle over the beach and descended vertically. She cut the engine when the shuttle's landing gears settled into the sand.

      Propping her elbow on the control panel and nestling her chin in the palm of her hand, she peered through the windshield at the tree line in the distance. It was like a wall separating the beach from the city beyond, a line in the sand, a warning―cross at your own risk. Her eyes couldn't penetrate the tree line, and the low city skyline wasn't visible from the ground.

      She hesitated, but she knew that hesitation was nothing more than procrastination. She was just putting off the inevitable. She was doing this. She knew she was doing this.

      No time like the present.

      She tapped the control panel, and the pilot side shuttle door slid quietly open. Another moment's hesitation before she slid from the shuttle and planted her boots in the sand. She tapped the exterior control panel to close the shuttle door.

      She crossed her arms and massaged her bare skin to keep the chill at bay. It wasn't cold; quite the contrary; it was every bit as balmy as it was across the ocean. She didn't feel the chill across the ocean, but she felt it here. It was a chill born of emotion, born of fear.

      She hadn't felt this human since taking that final step from Encounter into the radiance of the Great Community on Eden all those years ago. Like all emotions, fear existed in the Great Community, but its effects were magnified when it penetrated the flesh. There was nothing like fear in the flesh to make one feel more human.

      She let it all in, every ounce of fear, gave it a few moments and began walking across the beach. Her surroundings were still, silent. Each footstep in the sand was amplified by the absence of all other sound.

      Déjà vu.

      She had made a similar observation in the computer-generated dorm room of her virtual world so many years ago.

      Once again, she had to at least entertain the possibility that she was in another virtual world, but she would only entertain it for a moment. It was wishful thinking. It was a possibility for others but not for her. Her mind had rejected the virtual world program, wouldn't allow it to exist for her. She had subconsciously willed herself out of the program and into the real world. There was no reason to believe that another attempt to place her into a virtual world program would be successful.

      Unless...she had never broken free of that program, to begin with. Everything that had transpired from the moment she became aware was all part of the same program.

      She doubled over with laughter, nearly losing her balance and falling into the sand.

      When she was done laughing, she frowned. She wanted it to be true. She didn't want to be in the impossible position that she was in. She wanted to break free of this situation the way she broke free of her virtual world. But there was just no getting around it, no breaking free of the world she was in. She had a mission to accomplish, and it was no ordinary mission; it was personal. She couldn't fail.

      She pressed ahead in spite of the fear pushing back at her. She didn't have a choice; the moment she found out, she never had a choice. Fear was a powerful deterrent, but under the circumstances, it wasn't powerful enough, not even close. The fear of failing the mission was far more powerful than the fear of facing whatever it was that was beyond that tree line waiting for her.

      She was two-thirds of the way toward the tree line when she noticed the footprints off to her left, a series of footprints overlapping one another, the toes pointing to and away from the treeline. She paused to study them. The nature of the footprints hinted at chaos. They were deep, the strides wide...as if the people that left the prints had been running. It would make perfect sense based on what she'd been told.

      She looked toward the beach where the tracks ended abruptly. There was nothing she could do about it now.

      She turned and began to close the short distance between herself and the tree line.

      The silence was broken by the sound of her pounding heart. Could she hear it, or was it just her imagination? She focused and quickly concluded that she could indeed hear it. Her terror-stricken heart was reverberating through her body, right into her ears.

      She could hear herself breathing. There was no doubt about that. She was panting, each breath quick and stunted, on the verge of hyperventilating.

      She would not allow that to happen. She would not allow herself to panic.

      In through your nose, Emily. Expand that belly. Take a step. Out through your mouth. Take a step.

      Each step was slow and cautious.

      She neared the tree line and waited for it, like a child waiting for the boogeyman to jump out at her.

      The trees towered before her. She stopped a few steps from the tree line and peered into the darkness, looking for them. But she couldn't see them. It was too dark. She couldn't even see the city beyond. But they were in there somewhere. In the trees or in the city, they were in there. Waiting for her.

      She didn't want to face them but knew that she had to. She didn't have a choice. She would have to face them to accomplish her mission. Everything depended on it. Her family depended on it.

      She closed the gap and stepped into the darkness.

      Then she heard the whispers.
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      David sat hunched over on the sofa, elbows planted on his thighs, face in his hands, silently admonishing himself for being the coward that he believed himself to be. He couldn't believe he had allowed her to do it; he had actually allowed Emily to go off on her own. Sure, it was her choice; sure, she had insisted on going it alone; but he should have insisted on accompanying her. Hindsight is twenty-twenty. If he could have had that moment back, he would have put his foot down.

      Story of his life. He was always making those big, brave decisions in retrospect, in his imagination where he was the courageous man he wished he could be.

      He slapped his thighs in frustration and stood. He paced the room, his blood boiling. He had no reason to be angry at anybody but himself. If only he could have had that moment back, that moment along with every other moment in his life when he had chickened out. But he couldn't have that moment back. Like all the other moments, it was gone, filed away with all those other cowardly moments. He could only move forward. It might not be too late to do...something. But what?

      Pacing. Brainstorming. Combing the recesses of his imagination for a strategy to get himself out of this cowardly hole he had, once again, dug himself into.

      He had dug himself into. Was it all about him? Was his own self-worth, how he would feel about himself if he didn't do something to help Emily, his only concern?

      Stop it! Stop it! Stop it!

      He slapped himself on the side of the head and continued pacing. It wasn't about him―well, not all about him anyway. Motives are rarely, if ever, one hundred percent selfless. His self-worth was important to him, as was his love for Emily. The two were not mutually exclusive. On the contrary, they went hand-in-hand. She gave him his sense of worth. She was his reason for being.  Loving relationships are a two-way street, giving and receiving. He gave as good as he got, he reminded himself. He was just a bit lacking in the courage department.

      No, not this again. Stop beating yourself up!

      He continued pacing, and when he was done pacing, he paced some more. He paced himself silly. He paced until he began to sweat. He paced until he thought he would wear a path in the carpet.

      He was hungry, but he didn't eat, despite the tray of pastries resting on the table. He was thirsty, but he didn't drink, despite the pitcher of water beckoning him from the same table. He refused to eat the food and drink the water because they weren't real. He couldn't get that part out of his head. It was all an illusion, and he refused to give into the illusion regardless of how tempting the illusion was.

      He began to wonder when reality ended and the illusion began. What made the illusion all the more confounding was that reality was intertwined with the illusion. Sebastian, the tower, the food on the table were illusory. Who or what was creating the illusions wasn't clear, but the fact that they were illusions was obvious. What wasn't quite as obvious were the elements that seemed to be a part of this world. What if they weren't? What if they weren't the truths between the lies to make the lies seem more truthful? What if the whole damn thing was a lie? If that were the case, where the hell were they? Were they even on this planet? Were they, once again, floating around in space in the cryotubes?

      He stopped pacing. He had had an epiphany. That was it! That had to be it! That was the only explanation that made sense of the craziness. Richard would be proud of him. He probably had it all figured out himself.

      “Can we talk?” came Sebastian's voice, breaking into David's thoughts. He was standing just outside the sliding door as if waiting to be invited into a room in his own home. The question was rhetorical, as he walked in before David had a chance to respond, the door sliding shut behind him. “Emily's on her way.”

      David didn't know how to respond. He shrugged as if to say, Is that supposed to mean something to me?

      “She wanted me to speak to you after she left. She has a message for you. Well, more importantly, she has a task for you.”

      The words fell on deaf ears. He was fed up with the charade. The only response he was capable of at the moment was, “Who the hell are you?”

      Sebastian sighed and smiled knowingly. “That's an understandable question...and one I expected. In fact, I'm surprised it took you so long to ask me. You don't believe I'm the man I claim to be. My answer may not surprise you, and you may not believe me; in fact, I'm almost certain you won't believe me. But the truth is I am Sebastian Díaz, father of Emily Díaz.”

      “I suppose there's little point in trying to get you to tell me who you really are.”

      “Well, no. That would be redundant. I've already told you who I really am.”

      “That's what I thought.”

      “Now, back to the task at hand.”

      David furrowed his brow. “What task would that be?”

      “I was getting to that before you asked me who I am. Emily has an important task for you. Are you ready to hear what it is?”

      David shrugged. “I suppose. You're gonna tell me whether I'm ready or not.”

      “No, I'm only going to tell you if you're ready,” Sebastian corrected. “This is a very important task, one that requires your undivided attention.”

      David mockingly stood at attention and saluted Sebastian. “You have my undivided attention. Lay it on me.”

      “This isn't a laughing matter.”

      “Who's laughing? Tell me already.”

      “Okay, David. Here it is. Emily wants you to contact the Great Community.”

      David threw his hands up and shrugged. “And how exactly am I supposed to do that? We're light years away from Earth. If you have a phone with a direct line to Great Community headquarters, I'd be happy to make the call.”

      “Despite your sarcastic offer, you're not that far off the mark. You do indeed have a direct line to the Great Community.” Sebastian tapped David's forehead with his index finger. “Up here.”

      A subtle shrug. “What? Telepathy?”

      “The Great Community is a community comprised of beings of pure consciousness. Consciousness, unencumbered by the filter of the flesh, is not limited by space and time.”

      David smiled faintly. “You sound like Emily.”

      “She is my daughter.”

      “So you've said. But I have a bit of a newsflash for ya: I'm not a being of pure consciousness. My consciousness is limited by space and time. And Emily is asking me to contact the Great Community, not vice versa.”

      “As Emily said, 'We are here. You are here. We will work together. We will be together.' You just need a little help.”

      David was taken aback. If he wasn't mistaken, Sebastian had just quoted Emily on the night of their reunion on Earth verbatim.

      He shook his head in disbelief. “How did you...? You weren't even there?”

      “Another story for another time. You need help; I'm here to help you.”

      “Why didn't Emily ask me to do this herself?”

      “She did.” Sebastian reached toward David. “Take my hand.”

      “No, she didn't.”

      “Take my hand.”

      David looked tentatively at Sebastian's outstretched hand. It was perfectly steady in contrast to the hands trembling at his sides. There was something calm and reassuring about that outstretched hand, something that made him want to reach for it despite his doubts about Sebastian's identity.

      Before he realized that he had made a decision, he was reaching for that outstretched hand and taking notice of the fact that his own outstretched hand wasn't trembling anymore.

      He felt calm, safe, hopeful. And for the first time in recent memory, he felt brave as he took Sebastian's hand.
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      Elexa said, “How much time do we have?”

      Deanna shook her head frantically. “I don't know. Not much. It's...imminent.”

      Elexa regarded Deanna skeptically. There was something not quite right about her demeanor―her sense of urgency, the words she used and, more importantly, the way she used them. It sounded as if the words had been fed to her, as if she had been coached.

      She took notice of the fact that Deanna's eyes were repeatedly shifting between the windshield and Elexa, as if she were attempting to assess Elexa's reaction. Deanna's head would jerk ever so subtly toward Elexa, as if trying to get a better look.

      After a seemingly endless moment of heavy and awkward silence during which Elexa kept her eyes locked on Deanna, Deanna sighed and jerked her head toward Elexa.

      “What?!” Deanna charged, her eyes piercing.

      Elexa was caught off guard by Deanna's reaction―but only for a moment.

      Elexa threw her hands up and shrugged. “Nothing.”

      “Why are you staring at me?”

      “Was I staring? I'm sorry.”

      “If you have something to say, then say it.”

      “I don't have anything to say. You've been through...something, something traumatic. I just wanted to make sure you're okay.”

      Deanna's firm expression settled. She turned her softening gaze toward the windshield. “I'm fine. Thanks for your concern.”

      Elexa looked ahead. She had gotten the reaction she had been looking for. Deanna had been defensive. Even when she had appeared mildly satisfied by Elexa's feigned concern for her well-being, her tone had been defensive.

      Elexa was satisfied that Deanna wasn't being truthful with them. Elexa had seen the shadow people from a distance, but Deanna had actually been abducted by them. Perhaps she had been compromised in some way.

      “Deanna...my dear...where are we going?” Richard chimed in from the back.

      “The other land mass. That's where Emily is, right? Well, that's where we're going.”

      Elexa kept her eyes fixed on the seemingly endless field of ocean ahead, but she wasn't seeing it. Her wheels were turning, her mind going over a laundry list of potential scenarios and plans to respond to those potential scenarios.

      She was certain of two things: Deanna was lying to them, and Deanna would never intentionally hurt them. She took some solace in the latter but was concerned about the former.

      Richard said, “Don't be shy about volunteering information.”

      Elexa smirked. She was struck by Richard's uncharacteristic sarcasm.

      Deanna jerked her head back, momentarily glaring at Richard, before turning back to the windshield. “You don't believe me either, Richard?!” Her tone was hostile, something that caught Elexa's attention immediately, something she was almost certain Richard would have caught as well.

      She looked over her shoulder at Richard. His eyes were already on her. They were wide, perplexed, asking questions that Elexa didn't have the answers to.

      She gave him a subtle shrug.

      “I believe you,” he said softly, his eyes focused on Elexa's. “I'm just trying to make sense of this situation. If we're going to help Emily, we need as much information as possible.”

      The massive silhouetted land mass loomed in the distance, momentarily drawing their attention away from the conversation.

      Deanna said, “Look, I don't have all the answers. I can only tell you what I saw. Emily was dead. I didn't just see it. I felt it. It was real...or it will be if we don't get to her in time. I wasn't given any information as to how or why it's gonna happen, just that it's gonna happen unless we stop it.”

      The cabin remained silent, its occupants fixated on the land mass as it gradually filled their field of vision.

      Night had consumed the landscape. It was far too dark for Elexa to make out any of the island's features. The island was massive, and they didn't know precisely where Emily and David had landed.

      Once again, she tried calling the other shuttle. No response. She wasn't surprised, and that terrified her.

      She tried calling Encounter. Same result, and that terrified her more.

      She was beginning to feel like a lost child, and she couldn't afford to feel that way. She was the captain. She was responsible for the safety and security of the crew under her command. It was her responsibility, her duty, to lead them. She couldn't very well lead them if she couldn't lead herself.

      The planet's twin full moons provided enough illumination to make out a small clearing of beach surrounded by rocky outcroppings. Deanna maneuvered the shuttle above the clearing and hovered a moment before descending.

      “Here?” Elexa questioned.

      “Why not?” Deanna replied.

      “Well, one, it looks kind of dangerous if we're going to head out on foot, and two, we should probably circle the island and look for the other shuttle.”

      It wasn't so much a suggestion as it was an implied command, but Elexa didn't bark orders at her subordinates unless pushed to do so.

      Deanna stopped the shuttle just a few feet above the beach and began to ascend. “Fine, have it your way.”

      Elexa was mystified. “Why would you even consider landing here? That's not like you.”

      “Are you kidding me?!” Deanna barked. “I made a mistake. You're the captain. You made a decision. I said it was fine.”

      Elexa was taken aback by Deanna's borderline outburst. She had always been a bit spunky, but this wasn't spunky; this was something else altogether.

      For the time being, Elexa kept her mouth shut and her eyes peeled as the shuttle began circling the island clockwise. As per Elexa's implied order, Deanna kept the shuttle in search mode―slow and steady, tight against the shore and the altitude low. Elexa's head was pressed against the port side window, her eyes scanning the shore. Richard was right there with her, his forehead pressed against the port side window behind her.

      The shore was extremely rocky. Clearings large enough to land a shuttle were in short supply.

      Then it revealed itself: a wide expanse of beach.

      Elexa frowned. “No shuttle.”

      Deanna said, “They would have landed here. Encounter landed exactly due east of here. This is what they would have seen if they'd headed straight to the island without turning.”

      “It's your call captain,” Richard said, “but my suggestion, shuttle or not, is that we at least land and have a look around.

      Elexa nodded. “They may have left already. If they did land here, we should be able to find the landing gears' imprints if we look hard enough.”

      "If we get down on our hands and knees with our noses in the dirt like a trio of bloodhounds," Deanna quipped.

      Elexa rolled her eyes while breathing an inaudible sigh of moderate relief. That sarcastic comment was much closer to the spunky Deanna that she'd fallen in love with. The case on Deanna's recent odd behavior wasn't closed, but she felt comfortable enough to put the issue on the back burner for the time being.

      “All right, let's have a look around,” Elexa said.

      Elexa didn't waste any time, jumping out of the shuttle the moment it landed.

      “Hey, don't wait around on our account,” Deanna called from the shuttle as she shut it down.

      Elexa gave the comment its requisite smirk as her eyes scanned the beach.

      “We should take this opportunity to talk,” Richard said, creeping up behind her.

      Elexa looked over her shoulder. Deanna was searching the beach on the opposite side of the shuttle, far enough that she wouldn't hear them talking.

      “Sure,” Elexa agreed, “but spread out a bit, a couple yards over that way.” She pointed off to her left. “We don't want her to get the wrong idea.”

      “Or the right one.”

      “Right.”

      Richard walked off to Elexa's left, keeping his head down, his eyes on the sand. Elexa hoped he was actually looking rather than just pretending.

      “Let's cut right to the chase,” Richard offered.

      “Let's.”

      "She's hiding something."

      She resisted the urge to look at him. “Yep.”

      “And she was hostile. That's not like her at all. It's―”

      “Out of character,” Elexa interjected. “I know.”

      “It's out of character, and it's indicative of a personality change. In this case, it would be a very sudden personality change following a very traumatic event.”

      Her eyes continued to scan the beach, but she wasn't sure she was actually searching for anything at that point. Her eyes could have gone over something important, and she probably wouldn't have seen it.

      She snuck a quick peek over her shoulder. Deanna was still on the opposite side of the shuttle.

      “She snapped at me,” she said softly.

      “She snapped at both of us.”

      “Out of character.”

      “Indicative of a personality change.”

      Elexa hesitated before asking, “You think whatever happened to her has affected her personality?”

      “No, I'm saying that we have to consider the possibility that that's not Deanna.”

      She barely had time to register his words before she heard Deanna's voice in the distance: “I found something!”

      Her wide, terror-stricken eyes momentarily met Richard's as they both turned toward the sound of Deanna's voice.

      “You've got to be kidding me,” Elexa muttered as they both began trotting toward Deanna.

      “I'm not. Keep your eyes open.”

      His suggestion was like a punch to the stomach, nearly knocking the wind out of her, but she wasn't willing to accept Richard's suggestion as a possibility. At least, she didn't think she was willing to accept it as a possibility. It was crazy. Wasn't it?

      She studied Deanna as they approached. Her heart was dancing in her chest.

      If Richard's suggestion was crazy, why was she so frightened?

      “The landing gears,” Deanna said, pointing to the four indentations in the sand. “And that.” She gestured to the area around the indentations. Footprints littered the area. A fairly large group of bipeds had been there and had apparently surrounded the shuttle. A thick trail of tracks led away from the shuttle's landing area and into the darkness.

      Elexa knew what she wanted to do, but it was her custom to consult her crew before making a decision. “Suggestions?” She glanced sharply at Deanna. “Lieutenant?”

      Elexa was sizing her up, studying her facial expression, her body language, keeping her ears tuned to the sound of her voice and what she had to say, waiting for something, anything, that would give her the slightest indication as to what the hell was going on with her.

      Deanna threw a hand up. “You're the captain, Captain. But I say we follow the trail, see where it leads.”

      She moved like Deanna; she sounded like Deanna.

      Richard glanced tentatively at Deanna before turning his attention to Elexa. “I agree.”

      Elexa nodded. “Let's head out.”

      “In,” Deanna said, the hint of a smirk touching her lips.

      “Whatever.”

      She looked like Deanna; she sounded like Deanna. Elexa was feeling better about the situation. She reminded herself of just how crazy Richard's suggestion was. Papa was losing it; he was paranoid. Deanna had experienced trauma that there was no precedent for, something that neither she nor Richard could understand. The result of that unprecedented traumatic event? She'd been acting a little weird―well, weird for Deanna.

      Was Elexa rationalizing? No. Was she cherry-picking, latching onto anything that would help her debunk Richard's crazy suggestion? No. Well, one could see it that way. If someone could reach into her head and sort through the myriad of thoughts on Richard's crazy suggestion, it might appear that she were cherry-picking.

      Elexa led the way, content in the knowledge that she wasn't cherry-picking, that the woman trailing her was the woman she'd fallen in love with.

      She pulled the flashlight from her belt and turned it on as she led Deanna and Richard further into the darkness. Deanna and Richard followed suit, their flashlight beams joining Elexa's in a frantic dance. Their flashlight beams settled on a tree line in the distance. It was an ominous sight, stopping Elexa so suddenly that Deanna gently collided with her.

      “Well, this hike just got a bit spookier,” Deanna commented.

      “So it isn't just me,” Elexa responded.

      Richard said, “After everything we've been through, after everything we've seen, the two of you are spooked by a forest.”

      “A dark forest,” Deanna replied.

      “And a large trail of footprints leading into it,” Elexa added.

      Richard said, “Well, we're not turning back, are we?”

      “No,” Elexa responded, “but it wouldn't be prudent to rush right in either. I'm the captain.” The flashlight beam began to shake. She fought to steady it. “I'm responsible for the safety and security of the crew under my command.” Her voice was trembling. She took a deep breath. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to pull rank.”

      “No, you're right,” Richard said. “You are the captain. The decision is yours.”

      “Well, there is no decision,” Elexa clarified. “We're going in. I just needed a minute to adjust to the idea.”

      Deanna said, “Why don't you lead the way, papa?”

      She called him papa. Elexa smiled. She would have turned and kissed her if she believed she could get away with it without having to explain what provoked the kiss. She would have to be content with her smile and the knowledge that Deanna was still Deanna. “No, it's okay. I'll lead the way.”

      She led them tentatively toward the tree line. She was doing her best to project strength and fearlessness, but her pace had slowed; each step was cautious.

      The sand gave way to thigh-high grass and weeds. Each cautious step took a bit more effort as each of them had to raise their feet a bit higher to traverse the short field.

      She peered into the forest as they approached. The planet's twin full moons couldn't penetrate the dense foliage. She knew it was nothing more than an irrational fear, but the forest seemed alive. It seemed to breathe, inhaling and exhaling with each step she took. Of course, each large step she took caused her view of the forest to bounce. Her fear did the rest.

      She reached the tree line and stopped, Deanna and Richard sidling up along either side of her. She squinted, peering into the darkness. Even at this close range and with three flashlights piercing the forest, she couldn't see much further than a few yards.

      She didn't say a word; there was nothing to say. She stepped into the forest and onto the well-worn trail. She moved ahead cautiously, keeping the beam of her flashlight moving about as her eyes scanned the surrounding trees and the trail ahead. She could see Deanna's and Richard's flashlight beams bouncing around next to hers, and she could hear their footsteps. It was a small comfort. She didn't want to risk glancing back at them to make sure they were still there.

      A powerful gust of wind did more than just stop her in her tracks; it pushed her back on her heels. She had been caught off-balance, mid-stride, and would have fallen had Deanna not been there to catch her, her arms looping under Elexa's shoulders, the warmth of her cheek pressed against her ear.

      “Something tells me we're not wanted here,” Deanna whispered into her ear after the wind settled.

      Elexa regained her balance but was in no rush to leave Deanna's arms. “You're imagining things.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “Yes, because I'm imagining the very same things.”

      “Papa?”

      “This forest was made for imagining things,” Richard said. “It's right out of a children's storybook.”

      Elexa left Deanna's arms and turned, scanning what little she could see of the forest. She felt as if they'd stepped into another dimension. They'd only walked a few yards into the forest, but she couldn't see the field they'd just walked through despite the twin full moons that were beaming down when they entered the forest. The trail back to the field led to a wall of darkness.

      She turned away from Deanna and Richard to face the inevitable. There was no turning back. “Storybooks have happy endings; don't they, Richard?”

      “Well, I haven't read one in a few centuries,” he said ironically, “but I would assume that most of them do. I mean, they're written for children.” Elexa detected a slight tremor in his voice.

      “Well, let's hope our little storybook has a happy ending.”

      She thought she heard a gust of wind rising. She planted her right foot behind her, bracing for the impact. But the impact never came. Not even a slight breeze. But she'd heard it, and as quickly as she'd heard it, the sound was gone.

      She heard it again, a sound like a light breeze making its way through the trees. But it wasn't steady. It came in spurts, and it came from both sides of the trail a few yards ahead of them.

      “Do you hear that?” she whispered. And as soon as she asked the question, she had her answer. The truth hit her like a strong gust of wind on the coldest winter day, and it froze every molecule in her body, froze her senses. It wasn't the wind she was hearing.

      “I hear something,” Deanna said. “Sounds like―”

      “Whispers,” Elexa interjected.

      “Yes.”

      The whispers ceased.

      There was movement―darkness separating from darkness, darkness stepping onto the trail.
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      A bad idea, George thought. A really, really, bad idea! How the hell did you let him...correction―how the hell did you let them talk you into this.

      They were a collective. He hadn't interacted with an individual of the collective; he had interacted with all of them simultaneously. He was still having trouble wrapping his head around that particular concept. George had spent most of his time in the glowing, underwater city with the singular One. Could he be blamed for referring to him in the singular? Him? Or was the singular One he interacted with a her? Did the individuals in the collective have gender? Did they procreate? George hadn't given much thought to the matter. All right, he hadn't given any thought to the matter. How could he? His inquisitive brain had been overwhelmed by sights and sounds beyond fantastic, sights and sounds he couldn't have imagined when he was a boy with an imagination that knew no limits, looking up at the countless stars and seeing himself among them, interacting with the countless inhabitants of the countless planets that surrounded those countless stars. Nothing in his limitless imagination had prepared him for what he had just encountered.

      Nothing in his imagination could prepare him for what he was potentially going to encounter.

      They were holding onto Encounter. They would keep her safe. They would repair her. That's what One had told him. They had the technology to disable the ship, and they had the technology to repair her. He wasn't left with much of a choice other than to leave the ship with them. He certainly couldn't fix her.

      It was the singular One who escorted him to the launch point. Again, could he be blamed for referring to the singular One in the singular? It was the singular One who told him that this method of travel was perfectly safe. It didn't look perfectly safe as George gaped at it. It was a pod of some kind, large enough to accommodate one passenger―one very large passenger. It was probably large enough to accommodate two humans. It was perfectly round with a white exterior and four horizontal windows placed equidistant from one another.

      George looked through one of the windows. There was a comfortable-looking chair, large enough to seat two humans uncomfortably. Opposite the chair was, what appeared to be, a touchscreen control panel within easy reaching distance of the chair for anyone with unusually long arms and unusually long fingers.

      George turned to One. “I'm supposed to just―”

      Step into it. Have a seat.

      George took a step back as One extended a hand toward the exterior of the pod, gently placing its fingers on the surface and pressing. George heard a click followed by a hiss. The outer edges of a circular door, including the window that George had just been looking through, became visible. One removed its hand as the entirety of the door extended out a few inches and rolled back along the pod's exterior.

      “Right,” George muttered as he peered into the pod through the open door. “Step into it. Have a seat.”

      He stepped into the pod, sat in the chair and pulled himself back, his feet just barely dangling over the edge of the seat. He felt like a small child sitting in a chair intended for adults.

      He looked at One, peering back at him through the door, and smiled bashfully.

      Comfortable?

      George shifted in the chair. “Oh...yes, I'm quite comfortable.” He glanced at the control panel. “Of course, you know I have no idea how to control this thing. I'm assuming my destination is pre-programmed?”

      It is.

      “This is an amazing piece of technology.” He looked up ahead at the tube that would lead him into the depths of the ocean. “Obviously, it's safe,” he said apprehensively.

      You have nothing to be concerned about. The vehicle will not let any harm come to you.

      George furrowed his brow. “You talk about it as if it's alive.”

      It is alive. This vehicle is a cybernetic organism. It is part machine, part sentient organism.

      George was stunned. “It's sentient?!”

      Yes. Does that surprise you?

      George looked wide-eyed at One and nodded slowly. “Yeah, it surprises me!” He examined the interior. “Where is the brain?”

      Beneath the control panel. The control panel and the vehicle's brain are symbiotic. We feed commands from the control panel directly into the brain.

      “These...beings, they exist...to serve you?”

      They were created to serve as transportation. It is their sole purpose, their reason for being.

      George shook his head, horrified. “I'm not okay with this.”

      Why?

      “My planet, Earth, has a very long and very dark history when it comes to beings living for the sole purpose of serving others, those who are more powerful. We call it, or we did call it, slavery.” He hesitated before adding, “I guess we can call it slavery again.”

      I apologize for the misunderstanding, but that is not what is happening here. The slaves of your planet's history did not exist for the sole purpose of serving others. They existed for the same reasons that all humans exist. To find their own purpose, their own reason for being. The slaves of your planet's history were not born to be slaves; they were robbed of their chance to discover their own purpose and were forced into slavery. This cybernetic organism exists to serve as transportation. You exist to be George, a scientist. It is your purpose, your reason for being.

      “That's an oversimplification. I exist for many reasons.”

      The being before you exists for one reason. It is a vehicle.

      George wasn't sold, not even close.

      Your ship is not ready. There is only one way to the island.

      He gazed down the short length of white tube at the darkness beyond the transparent exit, ocean so deep that the brilliant light from the planet's twin full moons couldn't come close to reaching the floor, an ocean so deep that if the pod weren't as safe as One claimed it was, George would be crushed to death instantly.

      “How long 'til I depart?” he murmured.

      Not long at all.

      The circular door rolled forward. George looked at One through the door's horizontal window as the door moved in, sealing him in with a click and a hiss.

      The pod began to vibrate softly, soothingly. It was hypnotic, lulling George into a state of deep relaxation.

      Seconds of near-euphoria passed before his lidded eyes were yanked wide open by the momentum of the pod racing through the tube. The white of the tube's exterior vanished almost instantly as George was consumed by darkness. He turned and watched the luminous city shrink rapidly behind and below him through the pod's rear window as the pod propelled itself from the ocean's depths and toward his destination. As bright as the city was, its light was swiftly consumed by the ocean's depths and replaced by an inviting light from above―the soft, white glow of the planet's twin full moons, seeming to welcome him back to the surface.

      “How beautiful,” he said to himself a moment before the pod broke the surface. “How exquisite.”

      The pod broke the surface and hovered above the water for a moment before making its way to the island a mile in.

      George's forehead was plastered to the side window, his eyes trained skyward, his mouth agape. Enchanted by the beauty of the twin moons,  he didn't notice the island until he was nearly on top of it. It was the enormity of the island that drew his eyes downward. He scanned the island from left to right. It stretched off in either direction as far as his eyes and the moonlight would allow him to see.

      The pod swept over the beach, and that's when he noticed it: the shuttle. It wasn't the shuttle that Emily and David had taken. One had filled him in on the details. Emily had taken that shuttle to the other island, leaving David behind.

      He wasn't surprised by the sight of the shuttle Richard, Elexa and Deanna had initially taken to the other island. He wasn't surprised that they had made it here. Everything was transpiring exactly as One had told him it would.

      The pod swooped up and over the forest. Off in the distance was the mostly dilapidated city and at the center of that city, a single, dagger-like tower that seemed to pierce the sky. It seemed so out of place among the surrounding ruins, so inappropriate. Yet, it was perfectly appropriate. It wasn't surprising given everything he had only just begun to learn about the One collective. The sky-piercing tower stood in direct contrast to the low-level crumbling buildings that surrounded it. It was as if the occupants of the tower wanted to look down upon the residents of the dilapidated city.

      He knew what he was supposed to do when he arrived there; he just didn't know if he had the courage to do it. Much of that doubt was due to the fact that he wasn't entirely sure if he could trust the information that had been fed to him by the One collective. He was stuck between a rock and a hard place; the information was sound, but the source was questionable. He was left with one option, his only option: trust his own instincts.

      He was swept by the pod across the top of the forest, acknowledging for the first time that he wasn't frightened by the journey.

      He barely had time to watch the treetops race by at a quarter mile below before the forest was left behind. He reached the decrepit city. His bird's eye view of the city coupled with the decadence of the tower directly ahead reinforced his initial impression that this city was a prime example of the haves and the have-nots. The contrast was obscene, offensive.

      The pod slowed as it approached the tower. It was then that George noticed a distinct change in the surface of the tower. More accurately, he was seeing the true nature of the tower's surface for the first time. It was mirrored, reflecting the dark tone of the surrounding environment and giving those at a distance the impression that the tower's surface was dark. Whether or not this was the intent of the tower's designers, George did not know, nor did he know if the tower's surface would have the same effect in the daylight. He supposed he would find out in a few hours.

      The pod made its way to the opposite side of the tower where a circular landing platform jutted out near the tower's peak. George looked down upon the platform where a contingent stood waiting to greet him, five members of the One collective and a human male. The pod descended slowly, stopping an inch above the platform. His welcoming committee approached the pod. George stood, hesitated, before stepping out of the pod.

      The human approached him, his hand extended, a warm smile touching his lips. “Welcome, George. My name is Sebastian Díaz.”

      George took the man's hand. “I know who you are. It's a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Likewise.” He released George's hand and gestured toward the five members of the collective standing behind him. “You, of course, know the collective.”

      George smiled faintly. “I'm just getting to know them.”

      “Well, I'm sure I speak for all of us when I say that it's a pleasure to have you here.”

      “I'm sure.”

      Sebastian raised his eyebrows. “Do I detect a bit of skepticism in your tone?”

      George was taken aback. Was his skepticism that obvious? “I apologize. I just, uh, I know why I'm here. I know what I'm supposed to do. I just have some doubts. That's understandable, isn't it?”

      Sebastian smiled reassuringly. “Perfectly understandable.” He turned and gestured toward the door. “Why don't we step inside and talk about it?”

      Sebastian and the collective headed for the door. George took one last look over his shoulder at the pod before following.

      “Yes,” George muttered. “Let's talk about it.”
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      Transitions. It's the transitions that are scary. More to the point, it's the anticipation of the transition that is truly frightening. That fear of the unexpected, of what will happen on the other side. Once the transition has taken place, once the anticipation factor is removed, the fear vanishes.

      Emily was reminded of this when she heard the whispers, when the shadows separated from the darkness to greet her. She had no doubt that that was what they were doing―greeting her. The transition was complete. She was instantly put at ease.

      Of course, there was a time when the fear of transitioning wouldn't have been much of an issue. In a time when time didn't exist, when all of the molecules of her corporeal body were phased into a non-corporeal state, the fear that normally manifested itself physically in the hearts, brains and nerve endings of corporeal beings wouldn't have been a factor. Fear existed for non-corporeal beings, but without the heart, brain and nerve endings to bring it all to the surface and hold it there, to get those hands and knees shaking, fear was relatively minor. That kind of fear just didn't exist for non-corporeal beings.

      She was beginning to think she enjoyed the fear. She was beginning to think she relished those transitions.

      “Welcome,” came the first decipherable whisper. In fact, it wasn't one whisper but a collection of whispers coming together to form that solitary word. They seemed to come from all around her. They were speaking in unison, but the whispers were slightly out of sync, creating an echo effect that exacerbated Emily's fear.

      “Thank you,” she replied softly.

      “We've been expecting you.”

      “Yes, I know you have.”

      The shadows turned and began the trek. She instinctively followed them. Out of the woods and into the decrepit city. Unlike the other city, there was no luxurious tower at the city's center. Like the other city, this city was a mess―a tangle of rundown, crumbling buildings.

      Is this how it happened? Was this what the beginning stages of Earth's great purification looked like? She should know; she was there; she took part in it. Didn't she? Yes, of course she did. Then why couldn't she remember? She shook her head. The answer was obvious.

      She quit looking at the buildings on either side of her. She didn't want to see what they had to show her. She didn't want to acknowledge what was steadily growing more and more apparent with each step she took. She would acknowledge it in time...when she was better prepared to handle it. But at the moment, it would be too much of a shock, too much to handle all at once.

      So like a horse with blinders on, she kept her eyes on her escorts directly ahead. She kept her eyes on the prize.

      And the prize was...a church of some kind...or a cathedral. A dark, Gothic cathedral with a set of uneven stone steps leading up to a pair or of arched wooden doors.

      She took each step slowly, careful not to twist an ankle. Her escorts seemed to glide up the steps ahead of her. She was halfway up the steps when her shadowy escorts reached the double doors. They swung open, seemingly of their own accord. She didn't see any of the shadowy figures push the doors open. The shadowy figures collected before the entrance and seemed to blend, melting into a single cloud of black smoke. Another collective. It hovered before the open doors before pouring into the entrance and disappearing from view.

      Emily took all of this with a sense of childlike wonderment. Fear wasn't a factor anymore.

      She was tempted enough by her childlike sense of wonderment to yell Wait up! as she threw caution to the wind and raced up the uneven steps. She reached the top uninjured, raced across the flattened grass to the entrance and looked into the void. Darkness. Light didn't penetrate this room. Or did it? White light from the twin moons was filtering into the room, just enough to keep her from falling flat on her face the moment she actually decided to enter.

      She stepped in and took a look around. It was dark, but there was enough light from the moons to give her the impression that it was a barren stone room with no windows.

      She snatched the flashlight from her belt and turned it on. A few sparkles of light caught her eye. She lifted her flashlight and squinted as the light was reflected back at her. Just above her at the back of the room was a series of mirrors lining the wall. She was befuddled. A series of mirrors of different shapes and sizes lining one wall? It didn't seem very practical. This couldn't be their sole purpose.

      “Not for you,” came the collection of whispers from behind her.

      She turned slowly, casually. No fear.

      The cloud of black smoke had split, once again taking the form of several three-dimensional, humanoid shadows.

      “What are these?” she inquired.

      “Not for you.”

      The shadows moved past her, nearly brushing up against her. This was the closest she had come to touching them. She took a long hard look at them as they passed. They were transparent. She considered leaning into one of them as it passed to see if it would bump her or move through her but thought better of it.

      She turned and watched them walk beneath the mirrors. They disappeared from view in the darkness beyond. She tried to catch sight of them with the beam of her flashlight. They were gone, having walked through an arched doorway beneath the mirrors.

      She hesitated, knowing full well what she was expected to do, knowing full well what she was going to do. She was expected to follow them, and she had every intention of following them; she just didn't feel the need to rush after them.

      She took that first step toward the doorway, knowing each step would be a little easier.

      She reached the doorway and stepped through, the beam of her flashlight revealing a stone corridor.

      Only one direction to go in. She took it, not at all concerned as to where the corridor would lead her.

      Each step may have been easier psychologically, but physically was another matter. The corridor was descending, each step straining her calves, yet another reminder that she was a physical being, one that was out of shape.

      She smiled. She was enjoying the physical challenge, enjoying these constant reminders that she was, once again, a physical being. Home again. Her home away from home.

      The corridor steepened, increasing the strain on her calves. Concerned about slipping, she extended her free hand toward the wall for support. She kept her hand on the wall until the corridor leveled off a bit, though she was still descending, the strain on her calves only mildly relieved.

      There was no doubt that the corridor was taking her below the cathedral. It was just a matter of how deep she would have to go and far she would have to walk.

      But she didn't have much of a choice in the matter, did she? No, she didn't. So, she just kept walking, kept descending, each booted step slapping the damp stone, the sound reverberating throughout the corridor while the beam of her flashlight bounced up and down, slicing the darkness with each heavy step.

      She was hoping that this trek would end before her calves gave out. How long had she been walking? An hour? Two? She had no idea. She hadn't been keeping time. She just knew that a significant amount of time had passed. Her calves told her so.

      How far had she descended? Where were her shadowy escorts leading her? What did they have to show her? Oh, right. Her mission. She had a mission to accomplish.

      The corridor was leveling off up ahead. Relief! Beyond that short stretch of corridor was an arched doorway. Her destination was within reach. She could feel it.

      Her feet reached the flat stretch of corridor, giving her calves a much-needed break. She peered through the entrance into the darkness beyond and shifted her gaze to the masonry that lined the doorway. A stone head―large eyes, pointed nose, a slit for a mouth―adorned the top of the doorway. The head was framed by, what appeared to be, some kind of ceremonial headdress. Carved floral designs framed the remainder of the entrance. She stopped just short of the entrance and regarded the designs. A head adorned with a ceremonial headdress surrounded by flowers. It wasn't difficult to guess what she was about to walk into.

      Moment of truth. She stepped through the entrance and examined her surroundings.

      A catacomb. Not much of a surprise there. What did surprise her was the size. It was immense, cavernous. Each clap of her boots echoed resoundingly before fading into the distant reaches of the enormous catacomb. Rows of faded white stone pillars formed rows on either side of the room, the pillars towering above to support a domed ceiling. Artwork that might have been the envy of Michelangelo graced the ceiling.

      Recesses carved into the walls numbered in the thousands. Reaching from floor to ceiling and stretching off into the distance, they were very precisely organized, symmetrically positioned above one another from top to bottom. The catacomb's architects had put a tremendous amount of care into its design and construction. Each sarcophagus was ornately decorated.

      At least that was her assumption. The ones she could see, the ones that weren't covered in dust, were ornately decorated. There were only a handful of sarcophagi that weren't covered in dust. There were only a handful of recesses that weren't filled with cobwebs. The contrast between the clean and dust-covered sarcophagi was striking. It wasn't a subtle difference. The few that were clean stood out like a sore thumb, and they were in the same general vicinity―off to her left.

      She approached the clean sarcophagi, the fear she thought she'd left behind returning as she counted. There were ten of them. Ten clean sarcophagi. The number of shadowy companions that led her to this place? Ten.

      She placed her shaking hands on the sarcophagus closest to her, considered trying to open it. She pulled her hands back. Bad idea. She didn't know why. She just knew it would be a mistake.

      She lifted her head. “Why am I here?!” Her voice reverberated in the darkness. “Why have you brought me here?!”

      “You were brought here to find The Designer,” came an unmistakable voice.

      She turned sharply as her crewmate, her friend, her surrogate sister stepped from the darkness. Emily's eyes widened. Last she'd seen her, she'd been on her way to this very island with Richard and Elexa.

      Deanna placed her hands on her hips, cocked her head to the side and said, “Let's go find The Designer together.”
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      Richard leaned forward, brought his mouth close to Deanna's ear. “Shadow people?”

      The fairly large group of silhouetted figures moved toward them.

      Deanna shook her head, her hair brushing Richard's cheek. “No, this is something different.”

      The darkness lifted from the figure at the head of the pack. Richard was startled to see a human male. He had a beard, unkempt hair, was dressed in rags...and, adding to Richard's surprise, he was carrying a rifle, one not far removed from the type of rifles found on Earth in the 22nd Century.

      The darkness lifted from some of his human companions as they approached, standing dutifully behind their apparent leader, dressed in similar rags, carrying similar rifles.

      Ever the scientist, Richard's mind scrambled to make sense of the scene before him. Humanoids, he might have expected. But humans? There were countless variables that would have determined that any life form on this planet would have been distinct from any life form found in Earth's past.

      Were they transplants from Earth's past? Were they somehow able to avoid the Great Migration to the Community of Light just as he, George, Elexa, Deanna and David had? Did they make their way to this planet over one-thousand Earth years ago? If so, how many other planets had corporeal humans migrated to? Was there a chance for corporeal humans to thrive again without the need to begin the evolutionary process from single-celled organisms?

      As a corporeal human being, he could feel the excitement building within him, but as a scientist, he had to keep it in check. He was getting ahead of himself, and he knew it. He didn't have all the evidence. He didn’t have much evidence at all. And there was some evidence to suggest that what he was seeing was something else entirely.

      Then, of course, the group's apparent leader spoke and made his working theory a little more difficult to accept. “Welcome. We've been expecting you.”

      Richard whispered into Deanna's ear, “You heard that, correct?”

      Deanna nodded. “Correct, papa,” she whispered back.

      Richard wondered if he should respond or leave it to the captain. Hello was on his lips, just ready to come out when Elexa finally spoke up. “Thank you.” Her tone was cautious but diplomatic. “I assure you, the weapons aren't necessary. We're unarmed, and we mean you no harm. We're explorers.”

      The leader of the group nodded. "Captain Elexa Thomas, Lieutenant Deanna Kara, Richard Dentmeyer, we know who you are. As I said, we've been expecting you." He paused and glanced down at his rifle. "I apologize for the weapons. It's simply a precaution."

      Richard marveled at the man's tone. It was soft, comforting, at complete odds with a rugged exterior that would make most people a bit uneasy.

      “What do you mean you've been expecting us?” Elexa asked.

      The leader smiled warmly. “It is not for me to say. We were asked to escort you back to the Kingdom. I'm sure everything will become clear to you in due time.” He turned halfway and gestured toward the darkness beyond his group. “Will you come with us please?” Without waiting for a response, he and his group began walking.

      Richard, Elexa and Deanna remained in place, exchanging puzzled glances.

      Richard said, “Captain?”

      Elexa shrugged, “We have to assume Emily and David came this way. We're not gonna find them by turning tail and running.”

      “I agree. So we follow them?”

      Elexa glanced over her shoulder. “Lieutenant?”

      Deanna brushed past Richard and Elexa and marched up the trail after the group of soldiers. She glanced back and said, “That's a yes!”

      Richard looked at Elexa. “That's a yes,” he echoed before following Deanna.

      Marching along the path single file behind their mysterious group of human escorts for what seemed like an eternity, the trio remained silent, or at least Richard did. If Elexa or Deanna had spoken, he hadn't heard them.

      He was somewhere else at the moment, off in that little laboratory in his head, scrutinizing every piece of information that had been presented to him. The universe was an enigma. He knew that. He had spent a considerable amount of time pondering the possibility of intelligent life in the universe and, if it existed, what form it would take. His imagination had created many shapes, sizes and features. His imagination had created a multitude of scenarios regarding first contact with intelligent life on another planet. But nothing in his imagination could have prepared him for this. He, Elexa and Deanna were being led through the jungle by a group of, what appeared to be, human beings who spoke perfect English on an Earth-like planet. It was, to say the least, unexpected...and a bit overwhelming.

      It didn't make a bit of sense. If defied logic. But he was processing the information, moving it around in his head, formulating a theory. It was a rather bizarre theory, but under the circumstances, it would seem to make sense. Besides, after everything that he and his crewmates had been through, what did "bizarre" really mean anymore? Bizarre had become the new normal. But his bizarre theory was still just a theory. He needed to test his theory. He needed evidence.

      He broke into a trot.

      “What are you doing?!” he heard Elexa call from behind.

      He ignored her and kept on trotting. Deanna stopped and turned to face him, probably assuming that he was running toward her. He had just enough time to watch her jaw drop as it became clear that he wasn't running to her but past her.

      “Wait! Where are you going?!” she called out as he closed the gap between himself and the soldiers.

      He knew that it might be a bad idea. A really bad idea. They had guns. It was a strong possibility that at least one of them had an itchy trigger finger.

      He made the bad idea a little bit better by slowing to a brisk walk as he neared the apparent leader at the tail end of the group. The leader apparently heard his footfalls, turning to face Richard, a gracious smiling touching his lips.

      “Hold up,” he ordered his men. They did as they were told, turning and standing obediently behind their leader, their rifles pressed against their chests. It was quite an intimidating sight. Richard hoped he wouldn't fluster.

      Addressing the leader, Richard said, “I'm sorry. May I ask your name?”

      The leader's smile widened. It didn't seem artificial. It appeared to be a genuinely warm and gracious smile. “Of course. My name is James.”

      “James, I hope you don't mind my asking, but is any of this real?”

      James furrowed his brow. “I'm sorry, Mr. Dentmeyer; I don't take your meaning.”

      “I'm struggling with just about everything I've seen and heard since I've arrived on this planet. You, for instance...and your men. You're human. You speak perfect English with an accent that sounds native to 21st Century Earth, specifically New York or somewhere in the northeast.” He paused for a moment, looking for some sign of recognition in James' expression. He didn't find recognition is his expression, just confusion. “Does that sound familiar to you?”

      “I'm afraid that I'm not at liberty to discuss this topic,” James responded, his tone defensive.

      Richard wasn't ready to let it go. “May I ask why?”

      James looked past Richard. Elexa and Deanna were approaching. Looking back at Richard, his eyes filled with concern, he said, “I'm not at liberty to discuss this topic. Everything will become clear when we reach the Kingdom."

      Richard threw up his hands. “Kingdom? What kingdom? There is no kingdom?” He was feeling confident. He knew he was on the right track.

      Elexa said, “Richard, what are you doing?”

      “I just want a few answers.”

      “Papa, they have guns,” Deanna chimed in.

      "Yes, of course they do." To James, he said, "I'm going to get right to the point. I don't believe what I'm seeing...or hearing. Any of it. Those guns, you―it's all an illusion, isn't it? You're an illusion.”

      James smiled, but this time, there was nothing genuine about the smile. “If you'll just come with us―”

      “We're not going anywhere with you,” Richard interjected. “We're not playing this game anymore. We're staying right here...or better yet―” He turned on his heel, saw the expressions of horror on Elexa's and Deanna's faces, offered them a wink and placed his hands on their shoulders, urging them to turn around. “―we're heading back to the shuttle.”

      Elexa and Deanna reluctantly turned and allowed Richard to guide them a couple of steps away from the soldiers.

      “We must insist that you come with us,” James said urgently.

      “Or what?” Richard challenged him before turning.

      All rifles were raised and pointed in their direction.

      Richard chuckled. “You're not going to shoot us.” He took a step toward the soldiers. “In fact, I'm willing to bet that you can't shoot us. It's not possible. Those guns aren't real. If you can shoot us, then shoot us. Otherwise, stop wasting our time.”

      He turned to Elexa and Deanna and said, "Walk." The trio began walking in the direction from which they came.

      “Are you sure about this?” Elexa asked.

      “I'm a scientist. Trust me.”

      You are correct, Richard. It was a voice unlike any he had ever heard before. In fact, he wasn't even sure that he had heard it.

      “Did you hear that?” Richard asked as he slowed his pace.

      Elexa said, “Hear what?”

      “I didn't hear anything,” Deanna confirmed.

      They didn't hear us, and neither did you. We communicate telepathically.

      Richard stopped and turned, Elexa and Deanna following his lead. A group of tall, luminescent beings stood where the illusory human soldiers had been standing moments earlier.

      Richard gaped at them. “Well, that's more like it.”
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      Sebastian and the collective led George to a circular lounge area with two plush curved sectional sofas facing each other. He sat and took a look around. The room was lightly colored with a set of huge bay windows that overlooked the shore and the ocean beyond. From that height, with the sun just beginning to peak up over the horizon, George could make out the other island in the distance. The height made it impossible to see the surrounding city from where he was seated, but George knew that if he stood at the window and looked down, he would see the city but not the conditions. They were completely isolated from the misery below. Yet, another example of the haves and the have-nots. The haves had put themselves on a pedestal so high, they would never have to look at the have-nots down below.

      Sebastian took a seat on the sofa across from George and crossed his legs. He gestured toward a pitcher of water and a tray of pastries on the circular glass table between them. “Thirsty? Hungry?” The pitcher was either a very well preserved relic from Earth's past or a recreation. His mouth watered slightly at the sight of the croissants and buttered rolls on the tray in front of him.

      “Not hungry,” he lied, looking up from the tray. “Just confused.” He scanned the room. Artwork reminiscent of some of the most famous pieces in Earth's history adorned the walls. There was a piece that was reminiscent of the Mona Lisa. Another piece was reminiscent of Starry Night.

      “That's understandable, and I'm sure you have a multitude of questions.”

      George chuckled. “That would be an understatement.” He locked eyes with Sebastian. “I wouldn't even know where to begin.”

      Smirking, Sebastian said, “Why don't you start with me?”

      George nodded, accepting the obvious challenge. “All right. Let's start with you. Who, or what, are you?”

      Sebastian raised his eyebrows. “What am I? Should I be insulted?”

      George didn't respond.

      “I am a human being. My name is Sebastian Díaz. I thought we'd established that.”

      George shook his head, keeping his eyes locked on Sebastian, mindful of the fact that five collective members were lurking behind him. “You may have Emily fooled, but you're not fooling me. You've somehow gotten into her head, recreated her memories, and you're exploiting the loss of her father. You're exploiting the fact that she's at a crossroads, caught halfway between here and there, between the physical and non-physical. She's having an identity crisis of epic proportions. She's vulnerable. She's sensitive. Her mind is wide open, and you're taking advantage of the opportunity her open mind has given you. You're taking advantage of her.” He paused for effect. “Does that sound about right?”

      Sebastian shook his head slowly. “That's some theory you have there. But I assure you, I am Sebastian Díaz.”

      “Impossible.”

      Sebastian leaned forward, placing his forearms on his thighs. “Not impossible. Improbable. But here I am.” He knocked on the side of his head a couple of times. “I exist. I'm real. And I'm really Sebastian Díaz. I exist in the only way I can possibly exist. You've seen a lot since you've met my daughter. You've seen things that you would hesitate to call a miracle, because you're a scientist, and you don't believe in such things. But what you've seen since meeting my daughter would be considered miraculous by most people. You've had some eye-opening moments, moments that have pushed the boundaries between science and superstition, moments that have caused you to question everything that you believe in. You think you've seen it all, but trust me, you haven't seen anything, not yet. But you will.” He gave George another smirk and sank back into the couch. “But this is not why you're here, is it?”

      George hesitated. He'd almost forgotten why he'd come to the tower. “No, I suppose it's not.”

      “Well, why don't we get to why you are here? Our guests will be arriving shortly. Do you know what you have to do?”

      George trembled. He hesitated a moment before saying, “I know what I'm supposed to do; I just don't know...” He trailed off. The fact of the matter was, he didn't believe he would be able to go through with it.

      “You don't know if you'll be able to do it.”

      “I just don't understand why I'm expected to do it. If you're so sure―”

      “We can't do it. This has been communicated to you.”

      “Right, it's an exercise in free will.”

      “And you're every bit as sure as we are; you just don't want to believe it.”

      George wasn't quite ready to acknowledge the truth, but the being who may or not have been Sebastian was right. The identity of the man sitting across from him may or may not have been a deception. But his purpose in coming to the tower was certainly not a deception. Certain walls were put up when One communicated telepathically with him; certain areas of information were off limits. The true nature of the man sitting across from him was among the areas that were off limits to him, raising more than a few red flags of suspicion in George's mind. But information regarding his mission wasn't off limits, wasn't a deception. That information had been communicated without any mental walls or barriers. When that information was communicated to him, he knew what One knew. One knew it was the truth, and so did George.

      “I may have my doubts about you,” George said, “but I know why I'm here, and I know what I have to do.”

      “And you're confident that you'll be able to go through with it?”

      George pondered the question for a moment. “I don't believe I have much of a choice.”

      The man who looked like Sebastian Díaz raised a finger. “Ah, but you do have a choice. You said yourself that this is an exercise in free will.”

      George sighed. “You haven't quite grasped the subtleties of the English language. I don't have much of a choice. It's a figure of speech. I didn't mean it literally.”

      The man across from him smiled knowingly. “I knew exactly what you meant. I just felt that it was an interesting, albeit unintentional, pun and a nice segue into a discussion of the free will aspect of the task ahead of you.”

      George was taken aback. He'd thought he'd found a flaw in the facade of the being sitting across from him, thought he'd found his a-ha moment. You haven't quite grasped the subtleties of the English language. What was he thinking? He was desperate, and he knew it. He'd been grasping at straws, only to have those straws thrown right back in his face.

      The reality of the situation was that he was just as desperate to get out of the terrifying task ahead of him as he was to expose the man who called himself “Sebastian Díaz” for the fraud that he believed him to be.

      “We should get started,” the man sitting across from George said, snapping him back to the moment. “We don't have much time.”
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      Deanna said, “You're surprised to find me here, aren't you?”

      Emily suddenly realized her mouth was hanging open and closed it. “That's a bit of an understatement.”

      “It's kind of a long and complicated story.”

      “I'm in no rush.”

      “The beings that led you down here,” Deanna began, “they're resting now.” She gestured toward the clean sarcophagi. “They made a deal with me: they would allow us, you and I, to meet this...Designer...if I would allow one of them to assume my form and accompany Richard and Elexa to the tower on the other island.” She paused a moment before adding, “I guess that really wasn't a long and complicated story after all.”

      Emily was bewildered by the words she had just heard come out of Deanna's mouth. “It may not have been long, but it does seem a bit complicated. You allowed this being to assume your form and go with Richard and Elexa? For what purpose?”

      “The inhabitants of this planet have been feuding for centuries. They are essentially the same species, but the beings that led you down here, the beings I struck a deal with, they've been on the losing end of that feud. They've been repressed, subjugated, enslaved by the same beings you and David were mingling with in the tower. As a result of centuries of abuse by the One collective, as they've been calling themselves, these beings―” She gestured to the sarcophagi. “―have been fading, losing the characteristic luminescence of the One collective, hence their appearance.”

      “These beings have been feuding for centuries, and you allowed one of them to assume your form and travel with Richard and Deanna to sneak into the tower where my father and David are?! What is this being planning on doing? Why do you trust them?”

      "I trust them because they showed me the truth," Deanna said coolly, "not just told me; they showed me. These beings aren't hostile. There won't be any violence. They just want to get into the tower." Emily was about to ask her why the being wanted to sneak into the tower when Deanna added, her tone harsh, "And don't be so naive, Emily. That man is not your father. I can't believe a being of pure consciousness could be so gullible."

      Emily was floored by Deanna's claim. It took her a moment to muster up the strength to open her mouth and speak. “What did you say?”

      Her tone calm, sympathetic, Deanna said, “He's not your father, Emily. I'm sorry to break it to ya.”

      “He is my father,” Emily countered. “You don't know what you're talking about.”

      Deanna shook her head solemnly. “Your father's dead, Emily. He died well over a thousand years ago. You know that. In your heart of hearts, you know that. I'm sorry to be so blunt, but somebody's gotta lay it on the line for ya. David wasn't going to do it.”

      Emily felt the tears beginning to form and did everything in her power to push them back. She was stuck somewhere between distress and rage, wanting to cry or lash out at Deanna. Both impulses pointed her in one undeniable direction: Deanna's words had touched a nerve. She didn't want to believe Deanna's words. She wanted to believe that her father was alive. But did she really believe it? Could she really believe the impossible? Or was she allowing the filter of her physical body to cloud her judgment?

      “This new body of yours has affected your judgment,” Deanna said, as if reading Emily's thoughts.

      “It's not new,” Emily muttered, struggling to keep the tears at bay. “It's the same body I've always had. It was just...phased.”

      “Well, whatever. You've haven't dealt with it, truly dealt with it, in over a thousand years. You're not in your right mind.”

      Emily chuckled sardonically. “Thanks.”

      “I'm sorry.”

      Emily didn't doubt Deanna's sincerity, but she wasn't willing to concede the point, and she didn't want Deanna to see her cry. She was close. She had to change the subject. “The Designer,” she blurted out.

      Deanna raised her eyebrows, clearly surprised by the sudden change of subject. “We have some walking to do.” She gestured at the surrounding sarcophagi. “These are The Designer's guardians.”

      Emily scanned the wall to ceiling sarcophagi surrounding them. “Are they dead?”

      “Not dead. Not alive. They're in a state of flux. It's complicated.”

      The irony of Deanna's words wasn't lost on Emily.

      “You of all people should be able to appreciate the complexity of such an ambiguous concept,” Deanna added, once again, as if reading Emily's thoughts. “Just think, if you―”

      “I know. I know,” Emily interjected. “If I were still a being of pure consciousness, I would have all the answers.”

      “Are you going back there? Back to the Community?”

      “We should get going,” Emily said, ignoring the question. “There's a designer waiting for us.”

      “The Designer,” Deanna corrected. “There's only one.”

      Emily smiled sheepishly. “I know. It was a joke...sort of.”

      “Ah, a joke,” Deanna said, brightening. “I'm glad to see your sense of humor is still intact.”

      “Are you gonna lead the way?”

      Deanna turned. “Follow the leader,” she quipped before stalking off into the darkness.

      Emily broke into a brisk walk, not at all sure if she would be able to keep up with Deanna if she lost sight of her in the darkness. She raised her flashlight and caught Deanna with the beam.

      Deanna turned and began walking backward. "Don't worry; I'm not gonna leave you behind."

      A sheepish smile curled Emily's lips. “I know.” She quickly dropped the sheepish smile and said, “What the hell is happening to us?”

      “Damned if I know.” She turned away from Emily and continued walking forward.

      “'Damned if I know'? You sounded so sure of yourself a moment ago. You said we're going to meet The Designer.”

      “I did say that, but you felt the need to question me. As far as I know, we're going to meet The Designer. I don't have any reason to doubt the beings that led us down here, but ya never know. Nothing's a hundred percent. Just think: if you were still a―”

      “Don't say it,” Emily cut her off. “Don't you dare say it.”

      Deanna's laugh reverberated through the chamber.

      “Where's yours?” Emily suddenly wondered aloud.

      Deanna didn't answer.

      “Deanna?”

      “Where's my what?”

      “Your flashlight. How have you been getting around down here?”

      Deanna hesitated a moment before saying, “Oh...I turned it off...to watch you. I was getting a kick out of watching you from the darkness. The look on your face when you walked into the catacomb was priceless.”

      In one swift motion, Deanna whirled around, turned her flashlight on and pointed it at Emily's face. “Ta-da!”

      Emily lowered her flashlight and shielded her eyes. “All right. Point that thing someplace else.”

      “As you wish,” Deanna mocked, turning away from Emily.

      “This is a fantasy,” Emily blurted out. Deanna stopped in her tracks and turned to face Emily. “Isn't it?”

      “This is reality,” Deanna countered, taking a step toward Emily.

      “This isn't real.”

      “This is very real.” She took another step toward Emily, then another. She took one slow, deliberate step after another until the two were face to face. “This is our reality, Em. Our reality just keeps getting weirder and weirder. You should know that. You of all people should know that. It's been getting increasingly weirder since the six of us took off for Eden, oh―what was it?―a thousand years ago? Weird is the new normal.”

      Emily was beginning to feel faint. She reached out and grabbed Deanna's shoulder to steady herself. “When does it stop?”

      “Maybe it will stop when we find The Designer. Maybe that's what all of this weirdness has been leading up to.” Deanna turned and gestured toward the end of the chamber. The combined intensity of their flashlights was powerful enough to illuminate the opening of another passage. “There's only one way to find out.”

      “You believe he exists?”

      “He? Listen to you. What makes you so sure The Designer's a he? But The Designer is down there somewhere.” She pointed down. “Somewhere deep beneath the surface of the planet. We have a ways to go.”

      Deanna turned on her heels and headed toward the passage.

      “Deanna?” Emily called out. “What is happening to us?”

      Deanna stopped and turned to face Emily. “The truth.” She smiled broadly. “I believe it's the truth.”

      Emily could only stand dumbfounded, not at all sure that what she was experiencing were real.

      Once again, Deanna turned and walked toward the passage. She didn't bother to look back, seemingly unconcerned as to whether or not Emily was following her or probably just assuming that she would.

      She shook her head, snapping herself out of her daze just in time to acknowledge the fact that Deanna had entered the passage. She waited until the glow of her flashlight disappeared from view before breaking into a sprint, the beam of her own flashlight bouncing frantically in front of her.

      She reached the entrance to the passage and stopped. Naturally, the passage descended, moving deeper into the planet as Deanna had stated. She caught a brief glimmer of Deanna's flashlight around a bend in the passage.

      “Come on, Em!” Deanna's voice echoed up the passage. “I know you can hear me! Get that ass in gear!”

      She ran into the passage and was instantly reminded of the toll these descending passages were taking on her calves. Nevertheless, she didn't break stride, her booted feet slamming noisily on the rock as she reached the bend. Losing her balance or slamming into something as she rounded the bend were very real possibilities, but she didn't allow those very real possibilities to slow her down. She took the curve like an Olympic runner and caught sight of Deanna's flashlight beam.

      “Slow down before you get yourself killed, Em!” Deanna called back.

      Heeding Deanna's advice, she slowed to a trot. Deanna's flashlight beam wasn't moving; she was standing still, waiting for her just around the next bend. She slowed to a brisk walk and rounded the bend to find Deanna leaning against the wall, facing her, a sly smile touching her lips.

      “You about ready?” Deanna crooned.

      “I've been ready.”

      Deanna gave her a slight nod. “Let's do this.” She turned and began walking, Emily trailing on her heels. The passage didn't leave enough room for the two to walk side by side.

      “Have you been down here before?” Emily asked.

      “No. Why?”

      “You seem to know where you're going.”

      Deanna chuckled. “There's only one way to go.”

      “I know. I just mean...you seem to know what you're doing, like you've been through all of this before. You're like a tour guide.”

      “No, I haven't been through all of this before, but I might as well have been. All of this has been communicated to me telepathically.”

      “The shadows? They communicate telepathically?”

      “Yup. They were whispering to you, or you thought they were whispering to you. Your brain interprets their telepathic signals as whispers. Like I said, these beings are essentially the same species as the One collective. They've just been...changed a bit.”

      “So when you say you might as well have been through all of this before―”

      “I've seen it,” Deanna interjected, “in my head. I've seen these passages; I've seen our destination; I know what we're gonna find when we get there.”

      Emily grabbed her arm. Deanna turned to face her. “You're gonna ask me what we're gonna find when we get there,” Deanna said casually.

      Emily furrowed her brow. “Of course I'm gonna ask you that.”

      “Well, I can't tell ya.”

      Emily was perplexed. “Why the hell not?!” she asked indignantly.

      “It's not my place. I made a deal with these beings. And besides, you wouldn't understand if I explained it to you. It's something you have to see, or experience, to understand.”

      Emily couldn't recall ever wanting to slap somebody as much as she wanted to slap Deanna. “Experience?! You said we're going to see The Designer.”

      “Indeed.” Her tone was indifferent. “But one doesn't just meet The Designer. One experiences The Designer.”

      “Are you serious? You sound like some kind of guru. What did these beings do to you?”

      Deanna smiled lightly. “They showed me the truth. And I sound like you used to sound when you joined the Community. Ironic, isn't it? You've changed so much since then.”

      Emily suddenly realized she was still holding onto Deanna's arm and released her grip. “Yeah,” she conceded softly. “Well, apparently, I've been hanging out with you people too long.”

      Deanna rubbed her arm. “You've been separated from the Community for quite awhile. You're embracing the physical.”

      “Thanks for the info, Captain Obvious.”

      Deanna chuckled. “You're starting to sound like me.”

      “I'm sounding like myself. I guess we have more in common than we both realized.”

      "I guess so. And for the record, I only brought up the fact that you're embracing the physical because I find it so intriguing that you would."

      Emily knew where this was going, but she asked anyway. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, when we first came back to Earth after the Great Migration, as you call it, and found you and your Great Community buddies in the woods, you gave us this lengthy speech about evolution. You blathered on and on about your non-corporeal state being the natural course of human evolution. I never thought you'd shut up about it. But look at you now; you've turned your back on all of that; you've turned your back on the Community.”

      “I haven't turned my back on anything,” Emily denied. “I...uh...I just have to figure it all out. I'm confused. Like you said, I've been away from the Community for too long, and they're so far away from me; I can't feel them.” With each word, her voice softened. “My non-corporeal state―” She caught herself. “Our non-corporeal state is dependent on community, the Community.”

      “Thanks for the info, Captain Obvious,” Deanna mocked. “See that? We're like twins.”

      Emily managed a faint smile. “I'm surprised you're so concerned about what's happening with me.”

      Deanna sighed and took a step toward Emily, placing her hands on her shoulders. “Look, we've had our differences. But we're family; Richard's our papa; George is our uncle. That makes us sisters. We're family.” She furrowed her brow. “We're the only family.”

      Emily's faint smile widened. “Aww, you're getting all mushy on me!”

      Deanna dropped her hands from Emily's shoulders. “All right, that's enough of that. We've got places to go, Designers to meet. You ready?”

      “Ready, sis.”
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      It's obscene, Elexa thought as she gawked at the Kingdom towering above the wreckage of the surrounding city. It sticks out like a sore thumb.

      She'd seen the Kingdom before, but that had been from a distance. Now that she was seeing it up close, after having trudged through the horrible conditions of the surrounding city, Elexa viewed it as nothing more than a symbol of greed run amok.

      Communicating with their telepathic escorts along the way had been a surreal and enlightening experience. The experience took some getting used to, but once she got the hang of it, she quickly learned that this form of telepathic communication was an interactive experience. She couldn't communicate with the collective telepathically, but receiving their telepathic signals allowed her to get into their heads somewhat. It gave her a kind of empathic ability. Not only was she able to receive the telepathic signals; she could feel them. She was able to sense when something they were being told was unquestionably true and when something they were being told was potentially deceptive. When it came to why they were being escorted to the Kingdom, she suspected that their escorts were hiding something.

      They had already attempted to deceive them once. They weren't off to a very good start in the trust department.

      “Why the ruse?” Richard had asked on their trek toward the Kingdom. “Why disguise yourselves as humans?”

      It was a test.

      “What kind of test?” Deanna had probed.

      The fact that you don't know means you passed the test.

      "That's a bit cryptic," Deanna had countered.

      We apologize. We can't tell you anything more about the test, but the nature of the test will become clear to you soon enough.

      The collectives' reassurances did little to alleviate Elexa's doubts. She felt as if they were walking into a trap as they neared the moat surrounding the tower. Then why am I going along with this? she pondered. Because she had to. As skeptical about their situation as she was, she knew that the only way forward, the only resolution to be found, would be in the tower. For better or worse, she would have to enter the tower to find out if her suspicions were valid.

      She wondered if Deanna and Richard were harboring the same suspicions that she was. With the exception of that first telepathic message to Richard when the collective had revealed their true nature, they had all been receiving the same telepathic messages. Surely, they were able to sense that something wasn't quite right.

      A massive stone bridge rose from the moat as they approached. They waited momentarily for the moat's water to pour from the bridge before crossing.

      The tower's mirrored exterior became visible as they neared the end of the bridge. The sun was just beginning to peak up over the eastern horizon, its first rays catching the tower's reflective surface and casting off the dark facade of the surrounding city. Contrary to its earlier appearance, it was actually quite beautiful, and that made it all the more decadent in Elexa's eyes.

      A light became visible at the base of the tower. Elexa assumed it to be a window or an entrance. Whichever the case, it would be the only window or entrance that she could see from her limited vantage point.

      They were led toward the light, and as she neared it, Elexa could see that the light wasn't pouring through what she could now plainly see was the entrance. The light was the entrance itself. It was essentially a wall of light that one of the collective members stepped through without hesitation.

      Elexa, Deanna and Richard stopped at the wall of light.

      You didn't come all this way to stop now.

      Elexa smiled sheepishly, not entirely sure which being to address directly. “No, I suppose we didn't,” she said, her eyes fixed on the luminous entrance.

      She looked at Richard, then Deanna. With a smirk and a shrug, she said, “Follow the leader.”

      She looked ahead and did what she never had any doubt she was going to do: She stepped through the entrance.

      It wasn't the grandeur of the vast room that blew her away; it was the statue. Everything else around the statue seemed to fall into darkness. Her eyes gravitated toward it. But it wasn't necessarily the splendor of the statue that blew her away, that prevented her from looking away as much as she wanted to. It was what the statue represented...or more accurately, who the statue seemed to represent. She didn't want to believe it. It was just too weird. No, it was beyond weird. It was downright crazy. Perhaps the statue's distance and the dim lighting were playing tricks on her.

      She ran for the statue. She thought she may have heard Richard and Deanna yelling for her. It didn't matter. She had to get a closer look at it. She hoped that her eyes were deceiving her, but with each frantic step toward the statue, it became increasingly undeniable that they weren't.

      She stopped and gaped up at the statue, her breath coming in short bursts. She heard Richard and Elexa run up beside her, but she didn't look at them. She didn't need to see their reactions. She was pretty sure they were wearing the same bewildered expressions she felt contorting her own face.

      “It can't be,” Deanna uttered.

      “It is,” Elexa confirmed.

      “How?” Deanna queried.

      Elexa shook her head slowly, deliberately, her eyes glued to the representation of the young woman who was always at the center of every conundrum they found themselves in. “I have no idea. But it makes some kind of sense, doesn't it?”

      “This...makes sense?!” Deanna challenged.

      Elexa extended her arms toward the statue and shrugged. “Well...it's Emily.”

      “Yeah,” Deanna replied softly. “I see your point.”

      “Actually,” Richard chimed in, “beyond your very fair point that it's Emily, all of this, the statue included, is beginning to make perfect sense.”

      “Oh, please tell us you have a theory, papa,” Deanna pleaded.

      “I have a theory.”

      “Yay!” Deanna exclaimed. “He has a theory. I feel so much better. Let's hear it!”

      “I'm not sure I understand the sarcasm,” Richard protested. “My theory is sound, but this is neither the place nor the time to discuss it.”

      Impressive, isn't it?

      They turned to find one of the collective members lurking behind them.

      “Very,” Elexa muttered. “And I'm sure in good time, you'll explain it all to us.”

      In time, it will all make sense to you. Will you come with us, please? The lone collective member gestured toward the nearest of several white tubes stretching from floor to ceiling that Elexa assumed were elevators. There's someone who wants to meet you.

      Emily's eyes darted about the room. The other members of the collective had vanished. “What happened to your friends?”

      They had other matters to attend to. They were only needed to escort you to the Kingdom.

      The trio walked toward the elevator with the collective member in tow.

      “Going up?” Deanna quipped.

      Elexa shrugged. “That would be up to our hosts.”

      She looked over her shoulder and gave the collective member a faint smile.

      The door slid open, and the trio stepped in, followed closely by the collective member.

      “Do you have a name?” Richard asked as the collective member ran its hand over a touchscreen panel. The door slid shut.

      Members of our collective do not have names. We exist as one unit. Your friend George has been referring to individual members of the collective as “One.” You may refer to me as “One” if you wish.

      “Okay...One,” Richard said as the elevator ascended.

      Elexa said, “One, I can't help but notice that the elevator only has one destination. That's a bit unusual for a tower of this height.”

      “Yeah, One,” Deanna said. “What's with that?”

      The Kingdom is an ancient structure. The elevator was put in fairly recently to accommodate those with access to the highest level. Of course, only a select few have access to the highest level. Those select few have neither the need nor the desire to access any level between the top and bottom. The other levels of the Kingdom can only be reached by staircase.

      “What's on the other levels?” Elexa queried.

      Every level but the highest level is a service level. The function of every level but the highest level is to service the needs and desires of those on the highest level.

      Elexa, Deanna and Richard exchanged puzzled glances as the elevator door opened to reveal a long, luminous, white corridor.

      Elexa kept her eyes fixed on the large white door looming at the end of the corridor as she marched―or was marched; she wasn't quite sure which―down the corridor.

      The corridor ended, and without a moment's hesitation, their escort ran its hand over the touchscreen panel next to the door. The door slid open to unveil a lavish, sprawling room. There were two men sitting opposite one another on a couple of couches in the center of the room.

      “George!” Richard exclaimed as the two men stood and faced them.

      Elexa didn't recognize the second man. She regarded him for a moment before watching Richard and George embrace one another. She bathed in their enthusiasm for one another, in the way they held each other in their arms, in their eyes.

      She didn't have to imagine that kind of love. She had experienced it over a thousand years ago, and she was just beginning to experience it again with the woman standing next to her. After losing her husband to the Great Migration, she had resigned herself to the belief that she would never find love again. After all, there were only a handful of humans to choose from, and three of those humans―four, if she counted Emily―were taken.

      She peeled her eyes away from the happy-to-be-reunited couple to look at the first human outside of her little family she'd seen in quite some time. He was watching Richard and George, wearing a smile as warm and enthusiastic as the one she was wearing. Her smile quickly faded as she furrowed her brow and studied the strange but familiar man. She was pretty sure she'd never met him before. Why did he seem so familiar?

      As if feeling her gaze, the man looked at her. “You're wondering where you've seen me before.”

      Elexa nodded and smiled sheepishly. “Yes.”

      “Look familiar, do I?”

      Elexa could only laugh. The man was charming; she would give him that.

      “Are you gonna tell us who you are?” Deanna chimed in.

      The man shifted his gaze to Deanna, and all of the goodwill was washed away from his expression. He glared at Deanna for a moment before turning his gaze back to Elexa, the goodwill expression returning.

      He extended his hand to Elexa. “I'm Sebastian Díaz.”

      She reluctantly took his hand amid her profound confusion. Díaz. Now she knew why he looked so familiar. But he couldn't be.

      “You're not...”

      “I am. Now, you know why I look so familiar. I'm Emily's father.”

      She held his hand loosely, the hand-shake non-committal. “That's impossible. Emily's father is dead.”

      The man chuckled as he released Elexa's hand. “If I had a dime for every time I heard that.”

      She looked over at Richard and George. Richard's expression told her that he was as shocked and confused as she was.

      “We've been through all of this,” George offered. “I'm still trying to figure it out.”

      She glanced at the man who called himself Sebastian. “Well, maybe we should all have a seat and figure it out together.”

      “Splendid idea!” Sebastian exclaimed, gesturing toward the sofas.

      “How did you get here?” Elexa asked as she approached George.

      “It's a long story,” he said as she hugged him. “Maybe I'll get to tell it to you someday.”

      She felt his body shaking. Something was wrong. She pulled back, keeping her hands on his shoulders, and looked into his eyes. “What's wrong?” she whispered.

      “Nothing,” he whispered in return. His terror-stricken eyes looked past her. “Why don't we all have a seat and talk about this?”

      Elexa reluctantly sat, her own body beginning to shake. She watched as Richard and Sebastian took their seats. George and Deanna remained standing―facing one another.

      Glaring at one another.

      Elexa looked from Deanna to George and back to Deanna. There was a look in Deanna's eyes that she hadn't seen before.

      We have to consider the possibility that that's not Deanna, Richard's words rang through her head.

      She looked to Richard. His terror-stricken eyes met hers. His mouth opened, but nothing escaped it. Something bad was about to happen, and they both knew it.

      “What is happening here?” Elexa pleaded, her voice trembling. “Deanna?”

      Deanna didn't respond. Her eyes were locked on George. It was some kind of stand-off, the nature of which she couldn't begin to fathom.

      “George?!” Richard barked. “What the hell is going on?!” He began to rise, but George held out a hand to stop him. “Have a seat, Richard!” George demanded without looking at him. “If there was ever a time to trust me, it's now!”

      Richard did as he was told.

      “What's the problem, George?” Deanna challenged.

      “It's a bit complicated.”

      “I'll bet.”

      Their eyes were locked into one another's. There was defiance in Deanna's eyes, trepidation in George's.

      Sebastian said, “If you're going to do it, now would be the time.” His tone and demeanor were casual, as if this were a day at the park.

      “What the hell are you talking about?!” Elexa begged. “Do what?!”

      “George, what are you doing?!” Richard pleaded, his voice filled with alarm. He raised a hand. “What is that?!”

      Elexa looked at George. His left arm was cocked. Her view was blocked by George's position, but he appeared to be pulling something from the left side of his waistband. He moved slowly, as if debating whether or not to go through with whatever it was he was about to do.

      From the corner of her eye, she saw Deanna move. She looked at Deanna to see her holding a dagger. She looked back at George to see him holding a similar dagger. It was indeed a stand-off.

      Before she had a chance to get to her feet, the daggers were raised. Before she had a chance to put her arms between them in a futile attempt to stop the madness, the daggers were swooping down. But only one found flesh. The tip of that dagger found the area between the right shoulder and collarbone of the woman she had fallen in love with.

      Elexa heard a scream a second before she realized it was her own.
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      It shouldn't be bleeding, was the first thought that ran through George's mind before something or someone slammed into the left side of his body. It should be morphing into a cloud of black smoke, was the second thought that ran through his mind as the room turned sideways and the right side of his body hit the floor, knocking the wind out of him.

      He struggled to catch his breath as the blood began to pool around his face. He was pinned to the floor, making it slightly more difficult to catch his breath, but it was starting to come back to him. His gasps were increasingly longer. The air was starting to make its way to his lungs.

      Now, he had to deal with what he had just done.

      “What did you do?!” a female voice screamed. It sounded like Elexa. It had to be Elexa. The only other female in the room was lying inches from his face with a dagger sticking out of her upper chest and blood pooling around her shoulder and his face.

      Elexa's question was a good one. What the hell had he done? He had done what he had been told to do, but the result was not what he was told it was going to be. He had been duped, and the extreme horror of what he had just done was beginning to sink in. He should have known better than to take the word of a man who had been dead for over a thousand years. For that matter, he should have known better than to take the word of an alien species that communicated telepathically and hung around with a man who had been dead for over a thousand years.

      A pair of hands that could only have been Elexa's reached for the dagger in Deanna's shoulder.

      “No!” Richard cried from his position on top of George. “She'll bleed more than she already is! We need to keep the dagger in place!”

      “Should we move her?!” Elexa asked, the panic evident in her tone.

      “No,” Richard responded authoritatively. This was a medical matter, and they were on his turf. “We keep her right where she is.” He shifted his body to a kneeling position, one knee on George's back. “We move him!”

      In one swift motion, Richard grabbed George by the back collar of his shirt, stood, and yanked him to his feet. The first face George saw was Elexa's. She was eyeing him with a mixture of bewilderment and rage.

      “Why?” she was barely able to mutter.

      George looked at Sebastian standing directly behind Elexa. “You lied to me.”

      Sebastian's eyes were dead. He stepped past Elexa, George and Richard to a second pair of doors. “Bring him this way,” he said as he opened the doors.

      Richard pushed him toward the doors. George could have fought Richard. He was every bit as strong as his husband. But there would be no point in fighting―not with Richard anyway. He wouldn't mind getting his hands on Sebastian.

      Sebastian directed Richard to the first door on the right. Richard pushed George into the sparsely furnished room and let him go. George whirled around to face Sebastian. He wanted answers.

      “What the hell happened out there?!” Richard demanded. His tone was soft but stern.

      “Let's ask him,” George said, his eyes locked on Sebastian as he closed the door behind him.

      “Ask him what? He didn't stab Deanna.”

      George pointed at Sebastian. “Didn't you hear what he said before it happened? He said―”

      “'If you're going to do it, now would be the time,'” Richard interjected, quoting Sebastian. He turned a suspicious eye toward Sebastian.

      Sebastian smiled and threw his hands up. “Guilty as charged,” he said, stepping away from the closed door.

      George took a step toward him. He had never been a violent man, but at that moment, he wanted to tear him apart.

      “What do you mean 'guilty as charged'?” Richard asked. “Did you have something to do with this?”

      “Of course I had something to do with this. We all had something to do with this.” He locked eyes with Richard. “You, George, Deanna and, of course, Emily. We all had a part to play in this exercise.”

      “This exercise!” George exclaimed. “Our friend is out there bleeding to death, and you call what happened an exercise?!”

      “Speaking of which,” Sebastian said to Richard, “you should get back to her. You are a medical doctor, after all. I'll stay here with George, keep him company.”

      Richard glanced at George. George gave him a nod. “She needs you. Go.”

      Richard turned and left the room.

      “It's just the two of us,” Sebastian said as he closed the door behind Richard. “Mano a mano.”

      “Explain,” George muttered. He was doing everything in his power to prevent himself from lashing out at the man standing before him. If any part of him was aware of the possibility that his anger was misdirected, that he was passing the entirety of the blame for his own actions onto Sebastian, he was suppressing it for the time being.

      “Where would you like me to start?”

      “Let's start with who or what you are.”

      “That's easy. I'm a human being, and my name is Sebastian Díaz.”

      “The truth.”

      “That is the truth. It may be hard for you to accept, but as I've already explained, I exist in the only way I can possibly exist.”

      “And how is that?”

      Sebastian smiled broadly, confidently. “In the head of Emily Díaz.”

      George turned his head slightly but kept his skeptical gaze trained on Sebastian. “You exist in Emily's head as what? A memory?”

      Sebastian nodded triumphantly. “I'm a product of her unconscious mind. But as you can see, I'm so much more than that. I'm a product of her unconscious come to life. I'm a product of her unconscious mind incarnate.”

      George looked away and shook his head in disbelief. “You're a product of her unconscious mind incarnate,” he scoffed. “You're some kind of mental projection. Is that it?”

      “You're on the right track, but I'm a hell of a lot more than that. I'm a fully formed, organic, sentient projection of Emily's memories of her father. Emily is lost. She is in a state of flux. She needed some kind of anchor to keep her grounded, and her unconscious mind created me as a defense mechanism.”

      “You said you're Sebastian Díaz. That's not true. You were lying.”

      “I wasn't lying. I said that I exist in the only way that Sebastian Díaz can possibly exist. The Sebastian Díaz that fathered and raised Emily is dead. He no longer exists, but I do. She unknowingly created me. In a sense, I'm both father and son to Emily Díaz. But I've taken on a life of my own. As I've said, I'm sentient. I've grown beyond being a mere mental projection of Emily's unconscious mind. I've broken free. I'm my own person, free to make my own choices, and one of the first choices I made was to join this collective.”

      “To what end?”

      “To overthrow The Designer, or at the very least, put The Designer in its place, to make The Designer work for us, for the collective. Our collective values community. The Designer values individuality. The darker elements of our world value individuality. So as you can see, The Designer and the darker elements of our world have a great deal in common; they both value individuality. As a result of this shared value, The Designer and the darker elements of our world have formed an alliance...against us. The Designer no longer represents all of us. It has chosen a side in this centuries-long conflict, so it is time for The Designer to step aside."

      “Does any of this have anything to do with what just happened out there, with what you made me do?”

      Sebastian's face lit up. He jabbed his finger in the air as if George had just given him exactly what he was looking for. “It has everything to do with what just happened out there! And you said it yourself; we made you do it. Free will is an illusion!”

      George shook his head, confused by Sebastian's jubilation. “What are you talking about?”

      "Our collective and the collective of the darker elements of our world agree on one thing: this centuries-long conflict is going absolutely nowhere. So we got together and decided to put an end to it in one, final, glorious, winner-take-all battle. Our collective believes that free will is an illusion. The collective of the darker elements of our world believes that free will is a reality. Both sides of the argument came to a decision. We agreed to lure you all here with that little rock of yours and wager on whether or not we could convince any of you to do something that was completely out of character, that was against your very nature. And as we have just demonstrated, our collective was successful. We convinced you and Deanna to try to kill one another."

      George was horrified. He put his hands up and took a step back. “This is a joke.”

      Sebastian smiled mischievously. “This is no joke. This is really happening.”

      George felt as if he were about to faint. He could feel his body lurching as if he were about to collapse. He reached for the wall to steady himself and found it. Glaring at Sebastian, he said, “How the hell is this going to help you overthrow The Designer?”

      “I demonstrated that free will is an illusion, and I witnessed that demonstration, you and Deanna trying to kill one another, first hand. Despite the fact that I am a sentient individual, I am still connected to Emily's unconscious mind. Everything I see and do leads right back to her. As you know, Emily is on her way to meet with The Designer. In fact, she is very close. When she meets with The Designer, she will join The Designer, merge with it, become one with it, and this very successful demonstration will infect The Designer like a virus. The Designer will not only see, it will know, that free will is an illusion. You see, The Designer and its minions don't just value free will; their very existence is based on the concept of free will. When the virus shows The Designer that the basis for its very existence is an illusion, its power will be greatly diminished. It may even destroy The Designer.” Sebastian smiled triumphantly. “In any case, it is all over for your kind. Individuality, the logical extension of the concept of free will, will cease to exist. You will all join our collective or perish.”
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      The view was more than familiar; it was intimate. The tree line stood before him like an old friend waiting to embrace him. It couldn't be, could it? No. He reminded himself that it was a vision. The man who called himself “Sebastian” had taken his hand and gotten into his head. He had told David that he would be facilitating this vision as a means of communicating with the Community of Light. To what end, David did not know. He didn't even know if he would encounter the Community of Light in this vision, and if he did, he didn't know if it would actually be the Community of Light or just another aspect of the vision.

      He turned and looked back at the city. He narrowed his eyes. Somehow, it just didn't seem real anymore. It was there, but it seemed artificial, like CGI in late 20th or early 21st Century science fiction movies. It was impressive but not quite genuine. And of course, it wasn't. It was just another aspect of the vision. It was symbolic. In some kind of pseudo astral plane, he was traveling from Kepler-438b to Earth to have a little chat with the very real Community of Light.

      The Community of Light was made up of beings of pure consciousness. Sebastian was helping him make contact with those beings of pure consciousness by giving him access to a higher plane of consciousness, one that most humans didn't have access to, one that allowed him to communicate with the Community of Light telepathically across the cosmos, just as the Community of Light had contacted Emily on that fateful night in Los Alamos centuries earlier.

      That's what Sebastian had told him. But he wasn't sure if he believed Sebastian. So why was he going along with this? Because he wanted to believe him.

      He looked back at the same tree line he had spent the better part of six months staring at on Earth. It was a view as familiar, as intimate, as any he had ever known. It didn't just look real; it felt real. He couldn't help but feel that it was real. It was as if he had just stepped out of a dream, and reality was now staring him in the face.

      He looked back at the city. A dream.

      He looked at the tree line. Reality.

      That's how it felt. That's how it was meant to feel. Sebastian had told him that the vision needed to be as realistic as possible to ensure a strong telepathic connection with the Community of Light. David supposed that a realistic vision of Earth meant a not-so-realistic vision of Kepler-438b as he walked away from it. It was symbolic; his mind was pushing away the vision of Kepler-438b in favor of the vision of Earth. It was ironic considering that it was all part of the same vision.

      He turned. The city was still there. It was less vivid now than the vision of Earth that awaited him. It was like an alternate reality co-existing in the same space as his vision of the reality he had known on Earth. The city was just a stone's throw away but simultaneously so far away. It was beginning to lose its authenticity.

      He turned back to the tree line and walked. That's what Emily wanted him to do, right? Walk. Walk deep into the forest, the same forest he and his crewmates, his friends, his family had found Emily in after having lost her just outside of Eden. It was symbolic, wasn't it? His boots crunching the leaves of the same forest floor that he had stepped on after returning to Earth, searching for some sign of life and eventually finding it en masse in the form of a massive Community of Light. Emily arranged to have him walk into the same forest. It had to mean something, didn't it? It had to be a positive sign.

      Two steps into the forest, he turned to look back. His heart sank. It was gone. The city had vanished, replaced by the familiar site of the tree line on the other side of the clearing. But it was meant to be this way. This is what Emily wanted.

      Forward now, just like the last time. No reason to look back. It was all forward. He didn't know why. It was just a matter of instinct. He was told to go to that specific location. He was just told to go deep into the forest. Maybe he had been told to go to that specific location subliminally. Whatever the case may have been, he found himself heading there, and acknowledged to himself that that was where he was going when he was right on top of it. He had only been there once, but he knew that place as well as the home he grew up in on Long Island. He knew what the trees looked like―where they were located, their height and their width; he knew what the hill up ahead looked like―which parts had grass and which parts were barren. It was a sacred place. It was where he had learned the truth about Emily and the Community of Light. It was where they had kissed after Emily's transformation.

      He found that special place, the spot where he had been standing when he and Emily had kissed. He could almost feel her lips on his. He could almost feel the warmth, the radiance of the lips he had kissed a dozen times but never quite like that. The sensation had surpassed that of any kiss he had had before. It was an ethereal moment, one that he would come to know time and time again in the ensuing months but one that he would never get used to, one that he never wanted to get used to.

      Like the feeling of that first ethereal kiss, he could almost see the light on the northern horizon. He could almost feel that sense of awe as the Community of Light grew to consume the darkness.

      He could almost see the light; he could almost feel that sense of awe, until he realized that neither was merely part of the same memory anymore. He was seeing it. It was coming to greet him once again. And once again, he was filled with awe, albeit with a mix of foreboding, as he knew that Emily would not be with them.

      Once again, the Community of Light consumed the darkness as it grew, moving toward him, surrounding him. He wanted to believe that the humanoid form separating from the light in front of him was Emily, but he knew it wasn't possible. But of course, that was what he had thought the last time he had been in this position.

      The shape of the featureless humanoid form of light before him was only vaguely familiar, but the way in which this being of light made David feel was very familiar. Before the features came out―the white receding hairline, the elderly features of a face he had been far more familiar with in the man's teenage years―he knew he had found a long-lost friend.

      His long-lost friend stood before him, bathed in the light of his community, before the light surrounding him vanished.

      David wondered why Michael Bennington had chosen to appear to him as his elderly self.

      As if reading his thoughts, Michael said, “This is how I appeared when you last saw me, isn't it?”

      David closed the mouth that he just realized had been hanging open, before opening it again and saying, “Can you read my mind?”

      “No, not really. Just a matter of heightened intuition.”

      “This is how you appeared when I last saw you,” David confirmed, though he knew Michael's question was rhetorical. “I've...I've missed you.”

      Michael smiled. “I've always been with you. Haven't you felt me?”

      David shook his head. He was frustrated. For the first time since returning to Earth after the Eden debacle, he was beginning to understand Deanna's cynicism. “It's not the same, and you know it. This...Great Migration of yours may be wonderful for most of you in the Community of Light, but it's been chaotic for the five of us you've left behind. And Emily isn't doing so well either. Something's going on with her.”

      “We know.”

      “She sent me here...I think.”

      “We know, David.”

      David threw his hands up and shrugged. “Then tell me.”

      “Emily is having a bit of an identity crisis, and she's going to need your help.”

      “An identity crisis.”

      “Emily is on a quest, and she can't commit to the Great Community until her quest is completed.”

      David thought for a moment. “The Designer.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Who or what is The Designer?”

      “Do you really need me to tell you that?”

      “The Designer is our creator.”

      “Yes, that's what this all about, David. She's trapped between the corporeal and the non-corporeal, and she can't move one way or the other until she completes her quest, until she finds The Designer.”

      David was confounded. “If she wanted to find The Designer, why didn't she just go looking for it? And why didn't she tell anybody? Why keep it a secret?”

      “She didn't know she was seeking The Designer. It was an unconscious goal. She had doubts about her role in the Great Community from the very beginning. She had doubts about whether she wanted to remain a non-corporeal member of the Great Community or return to being a corporeal individual. Those doubts only grew. They consumed her. She was stuck in limbo, halfway between corporeal and non-corporeal. She needed answers. She needed guidance. She didn't know who to turn to. So her subconscious mind created the man she had always turned to for guidance when he was still alive.”

      David nodded. “Her father.”

      “Emily's mind, like the mind of every being in the Great Community, is extremely powerful. Unencumbered by the filter of the flesh, it is capable of creating and destroying. It has the ability to create life. In a constant state of mental and emotional flux, her mind created an emotional anchor, someone to help keep her grounded, someone she had always looked to for emotional support. On a quest to find The Designer and needing an emotional anchor, her unconscious mind killed two birds with one stone. She created the man who calls himself 'Sebastian Díaz' and placed him on Kepler-438b to help her find The Designer.”

      David shook his head emphatically. “I can't believe I'm hearing this.”

      “Really? After all you've been through, you really find this so difficult believe?”

      David rolled his eyes. “Well...yeah,” he said defensively. “This is weird, even for us.” He placed his hands on his hips and sighed. “So, let me see if I get this straight; The Designer is real, but Emily's father, the man who brought me here, is a figment of Emily's imagination.”

      “The Sebastian Díaz that brought you to this place is very real. He is a mental projection of Emily's unconscious mind, but he has very quickly grown beyond that. He is a fully formed, sentient being. Soon after he evolved into a sentient being, he allied himself with the luminous collective. He joined them, and together they devised a plan to bring Emily to their planet. They sent the meteor to Earth to lure her there so that she would have a chance to meet The Designer. But despite the fact that Sebastian Díaz is a sentient being, he is still a part of Emily. He is still connected to Emily's unconscious mind. And here's the kicker, David: It wasn't Sebastian that guided you into this vision; It was Emily. Sebastian didn't tell you to make contact with us; Emily did. Emily was unconsciously communicating through Sebastian. That's why you're here.”

      A smile curled David's lips. Emily may not have been consciously aware that she was doing it, but it was still a very Emily thing to do. She had found herself a back door. She had taken control. She was still in charge to a certain extent. “So you know what she wants me to do. She's communicating with you?”

      "Unconsciously, yes," Michael acknowledged. "Her connection to the Great Community is tenuous, but we're still connected." Michael smiled. "Sebastian is like a double agent in an old spy movie; only he doesn't know he's a double agent. The sentient Sebastian is working with the luminous collective while the Sebastian that is doing Emily's bidding is working with Emily."

      David sighed. “I don't mean to be rude, Michael, but can you cut to the chase?”

      "That's probably a good idea, David, because time is of the essence. I can't give you all of the details, but long story short, Sebastian and the luminous collective are trying to use Emily to overthrow The Designer by infecting it with a virus that will rob it, and by extension, all of us of our free will. They are attempting to demonstrate that free will is an illusion by having your friends turn against one another, and to turn that demonstration into a virus that will infect The Designer and rob it of its free will."

      David gasped. He wasn't sure if he heard Michael correctly, or perhaps he didn't want to believe he had heard Michael correctly. “What are you talking about?”

      "There's no time to explain because we're out of time," Michael said urgently. "This may be hard for you to hear, but one of your friends, Deanna, has been seriously hurt."

      David's heart began to race. He took a step toward Michael. “What happened?!”

      “She was stabbed...by George. She's bleeding to death, and if you don't get back in there soon and help them, she won't make it.”
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      The descending corridor was leveling off just ahead, a clear sign that they were nearing their destination. Emily's burning calves were given some much-needed relief as her feet hit the horizontal surface. She didn't even realize how much they burned until they were given a break. She turned and leaned against the wall, sliding to the floor, oblivious to the wall's rough surface clawing at her back. She dropped her flashlight and massaged her calves.

      She looked up at Deanna. She was waiting patiently, showing no sign of physical discomfort after the hour-long trek down the descending corridor.

      “You?” Emily inquired as she continued rubbing her calves.

      “I'm fine.”

      “Of course you are.”

      Deanna nodded toward Emily. “This is what happens when you don't use your body for over a thousand years.”

      “I've used my body...here and there.”

      Deanna was gazing into the darkness of the corridor up ahead. “Well, apparently more there than here,” she muttered absently. “You're in terrible shape.”

      Emily threw her head back and laughed sardonically, her mass of curls cushioning her head as it smacked the stone wall. “You're in amazing shape, a little too amazing if you ask me.”

      Deanna glowered at Emily. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      Emily hesitated a moment before going for broke. “Who are you, and what are you really doing down here?”

      Deanna looked away and smiled knowingly. “You have it all figured out?”

      “Well, I don't have it all figured out, but I'm not an idiot. The dark beings that led me into this place vanish moments before you appear? You could have been a little more subtle about it.”

      The smile widened. “Very good.”

      The form of Deanna's doppelganger darkened, every detail fading into shadow. A silhouette of Deanna's form stood before her. The silhouette morphed into another humanoid silhouette. Emily recognized this silhouette as one of the dark beings that led her into the building. The silhouette began to separate, multiply, other silhouettes emerging from the first silhouette. The group of dark beings that led her into the building stood before her.

      “Why the charade?” she asked nonchalantly. “I willingly followed you into the city, into the building. I wasn't afraid. I wasn't going to run. Why was it necessary to deceive me?”

      “We can't answer that question,” the dark beings whispered in unison. “Only The Designer can answer that question.”

      As if clearing the way for her, the dark beings stepped back. Emily took that to mean that she was to go on―alone. She had the distinct feeling that she didn't have far to go.

      She picked up her flashlight and pointed it past the dark beings, revealing an entrance a few yards away. She couldn't see anything beyond the entrance.

      “The Designer is waiting for you,” the dark beings whispered.

      The butterflies that Emily hadn't experienced for over a thousand years were doing a mad dance in her stomach as she stood.

      She took a deep breath. Moment of truth.

      She took a slow, deliberate step and stopped. Her heart was thumping. She took another slow, deliberate step. Her heart was pounding. It reached into her throat. It reached into her wrists, her pulse hammering against the barrel of the flashlight that she was now gripping firmly with both hands in a futile effort to keep it steady. The flashlight's quivering beam had the effect of making the scene before her all the more surreal, all the more frightening.

      She stopped and turned slightly, pointing the flashlight in the direction from which she had come. The dark beings were gone.

      She was on her own.

      Moment of truth.

      She turned back toward the darkened entrance and took her next terrifying step. Her knee trembled as her foot touched the stone floor. She lifted her back leg, felt it shaking mid-stride before planting her foot next to the other. Her legs shook so violently that she wasn't sure if they would support her much longer. She wanted to collapse where she stood.

      That would be easier. Just lie down and let the darkness take her. No food, no water. She was already extremely dehydrated. She could just lie down and wait for it to all be over.

      She was tired. She was fed up. She didn't want to do this anymore. She didn't want to be a part of this quest. She was sick of trying to figure out who the hell she really was. She thought she had it figured out when she joined the Great Community, but her separation from the Great Community had only taught her that she was more lost than she had ever been.

      What if she walked into this room and met this Designer? What if this Designer told her who she really was? What if she didn't like what this Designer had to tell her? What then?

      She took a deep breath and noticed that her legs had steadied. There was never really any doubt in her mind about which direction she would go in. How could she turn down such an opportunity? To meet The Designer of...everything. Opportunities like this come along...well, never for most people. And here she was on the precipice of it all. The big time. The most profound mystery of all time: the beginning of it all.

      The potential of what she was about to discover was almost too intense for her to handle.

      But there was something else that frightened her, something she couldn't, or didn't want to, put her finger on, something that she knew but didn't know, something that she had known at one time but had forgotten. It was right there, a memory being blocked―or a truth she wasn't ready to acknowledge.

      She took a tentative step forward.

      She thought she knew it all in that Great Community of hers.

      She took a confident step forward.

      She had only scratched the surface in the Great Community. She had only known as much as the others had known. The truth that had been kept from her, the truth she had been keeping from herself, was directly ahead of her. She was about to meet The Designer and open the door that had been closed to her even in The Great Community when she believed she had all the answers.

      She took a determined step forward. Then another. She picked up the pace. One determined step after another until she was right on top of it.

      She stopped. One step away from The Designer, one step away from the ultimate discovery. She wasn't afraid. She just wanted to bask in the moment.

      She peered through the entrance but couldn't see anything. The flashlight's beam seemed to end at the entrance, as if consumed by the darkness beyond. Another step and she would be consumed by it as well. She was perfectly fine with that.

      One more step.

      She had been in a similar position before.

      One more step.

      But that had only been the first step on a much longer journey. This next step would be the big one.

      She took one more step and was consumed by the darkness.

      The beam of her flashlight was extinguished.

      Standing in the impenetrable darkness, she felt a presence, a familiar presence, but one she could not identify. It was just ahead of her. It was moving toward her. She was just barely able to make out an outline in the darkness, blurry and indistinct, but it was there. It was separating from the darkness that surrounded it. The darkness was lifting from its form. It was humanoid, no doubt about it. The outline of the form began to sharpen, and Emily shuddered at the all-too-familiar shape. She couldn't make out a single feature, but this being had a thick mane of hair and a frumpy physique.

      It was just her imagination, wasn't it?

      The form's darkness continued to lift as it approached. Features were becoming visible―all-too-familiar features. A familiar jaw-line, familiar lips, a familiar nose with a familiar pair of glasses resting upon the bridge of that familiar nose, a familiar mane of raven black, curly locks and a familiar scar that ran from the right corner of its mouth to its right ear. It was even wearing the same clothes she was wearing.

      She thought she was looking in a mirror, but the image didn't move when she moved. It didn't tilt its head when she tilted hers. It didn't gasp when she gasped. The image just smiled.

      “Hello, Emily,” her doppelganger said. “Allow me to introduce myself. I'm The Designer.”

      

      The truth is more shocking than Emily can possibly imagine! Click here to get The Perfect Moment Beyond (The Perfect Moment Trilogy, Book 3)!
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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 connect 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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